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The spriggan did not like the goblins. They were malicious little suckling insects that hid behind Zakknr’s impressive bulk. Evil, hairless little beasts that enjoyed nothing so much as making another suffer. Not that Bashru did not have his moments of maliciousness – it was just that he did not like the attitude directed towards himself. Especially when Zakknr was likely to take offense if Lifroth or Swarn happened to have an untimely accident. Bashru did not like the situation at all that the master had put him in. Sending him off with the likes of Zakknr and his cronies, and the assassin of all creatures, on a task that the master had only hinted at the consequences of.
Bashru scratched the mammoth slab of flesh that served as his nose and glared under shaggy, curling brows at the pair of sniggering goblins.
Pests. Pests and assassins that he was thrown in company with. It was a dire day that he was set out on a mission with this motley group.
They rode through the forest on nighthorses, the ogre always leading the group as if he knew the way better than a spriggan might, who knew all the woods. The two pests rose behind him, always whispering among themselves, casting furtive, evil glances back at Bashru. Cooking up, no doubt, some way to get him into trouble with their fearsome protector.
Of the assassin they saw only glimpses. The occasional movement of shadow through the trees. Movement that Dusk most assuredly allowed them to observe, least they forget his lethal presence. No one saw a night sidhe in the dappled shadow. If there was a spot that light did not reach or a corner that threw a patch of shadow, then the dark assassin would make it his ally. Damned unnerving attribute, thought Bashru, who could make use of dark places right well himself, yet still felt his heart jump right onto his tongue when the assassin stepped out of nowhere, pretty as you please. Graceful and slim of limb like all sidhe, but deadlier than the most hideous troll. Anyone who looked twice at a dark assassin and misjudged his worth, never got a third estimation.
Bashru scratched at a bothersome insect that had made a home in the tangle of hair behind his ear. Hundreds of others swarmed about him as he rode on the sleek-coated, red-eyed nighthorse, who unwillingly carried him down the Kazarum forest trail. Horses in general tended to shy away from spriggans and the like. Some inner sense warning them that spriggans especially liked horse meat. This particular animal twitched its long, tufted ears, irritable at each grunting noise that issued from Bashru’s throat. It kicked its razor sharp hooves at the yielding earth in defiance of its rider’s every move and took all available chances to wipe the lump of flesh that smelled considerably worse than it did, off on the gnarled trees of the wood they traveled through. Bashru, for his part, threatened to boil nighthorse flesh over low fires and use nighthorse hide for winter apparel at each infraction. The animal cast many a baleful red glare back at its rider.
For two appearances of the moon they rode through the sparsely wooded foothills of the Desney mountains before they entered the thicker foliage of the forest Alkeri’na. The pixies swarmed around them like curious bugs, until the ogre roared at them to be off and the entire colorful swarm of the little creatures dispersed into the dense, primeval growth. The pixies never left, though. They always harassed travelers with their chattering and their pestering. Tiny, colorful little bodies, devoid of sex, with translucent wings that put the most magnificent butterfly to shame. Pixies, if one could catch them, made good stew. But they were hard to trap and inevitably, swarms of the things harassed a body who ate one of their number. It almost made the meal not worth the trouble. But spriggans were known to go to great lengths for a proper meal.
Half way through the forest and the ogre turned their trail to the east, heading for the more malleable land of the Hallow Hills, Bashru’s own homeland.
They traveled close to the boarder of the forest for a fortnight’s ride until the rolling hills began to grow in magnitude and they found themselves at the beginning of the end of the world range. It was a range that was taller and less agreeable by far than the Desney mountains where Azeral held his court. Only trolls and dwarves lived in its inhospitable mazes of cold and rocky heights. Only the dwarves could claim some resemblance to civilization. The trolls, even a hearty spriggan, stayed far away from them.
But the living inhabitants of the end of the world were not what Azeral had sent the little company after. And Bashru’s always active mind could not stop imagining what use Azeral might have for what he did send them to fetch. He was dwelling on just that subject, shivering from the frost that literally floated throughout the air of the range’s rocky foothills, when the young troll appeared.
He knew it was young because it only stood half again as troll as the ogre and any mature troll would have topped Zakknr twice over. But it was wielding a club that was the length of Bashru’s body and snarling in what could only be prideful imitation of its no doubt fearsome papa. It came down over a rocky rise, kicking down a small avalanche of pebbles and small stones. It had visions of a well-stocked cook pot, no doubt. Bashru could tell a hungry look when he saw one.
Zakknr let out a roar and drew his might war ax, even as Bashru was struggling to back his frightened nighthorse away from the meaty apparition that was clambering down the slope. There was enough snow to make the descent an ungainly one. Zakknr, being an ogre and not the brightest of beings, urged his mount forward and swung his gleaming ax at the troll. The blade thunked against the great club and when the troll yanked the wood back, the ax jerked out of Zakknr’s hand and came with it. Grinning a foul, yellow fanged grin, the troll spread both arms and made to descend on the surprised ogre.
And suddenly faltered, its small eyes widened in shock. It stumbled, looking about wildly. Bashru did as well, wondering what had caused the great lumbering thing to pause. Then his eye caught a shift in movement in the white and gray back ground of snow and rock. The snow seemed to slip up and under the troll, then away, trailing a tiny trace of red. Bashru likely saw the assassin before the troll did in its last moments.
Cloak and skin and hair all white and gray, camouflaged so subtly that it was hard to track him even after one was aware that he was there. The telling trace of red was the smear of blood on the tip of his blade and that he quickly wiped off, kneeling in the snow, confident of his success even before the troll fell. The shadow assassin stepped off the slope, onto the darker ground of the path they were following. His coloring slowly shifted, brown like the earth about the legs and the lower part of his cloak, but his hair, whipping out from the crevice of his hood, still gleamed the creamy white of snow. Last night, Bashru remembered, it had been the midnight black of a starless sky. He shivered, eyeing the assassin warily as the ogre and his henchmen dismounted to pry the ax free of the club and search the body for anything of value.
Swarn took a necklace of teeth and placed it about his own scrawny neck with leering goblinish pleasure. Jealous, Lifroth glared at his companion for the remainder of the day.
They rode into the steeper paths of the true range. Bashru kept a sharp eye for troll signs. And despite all his efforts to keep tack of where the assassin roamed, he could not discern the dark sidhe from the landscape about them. Just as well, he supposed. Neither could any passing troll. And within just a very few days they would reach the portal at the end of the world, accomplish their task and be on their way home to the more hospitable mountains of Desney.
No trolls lurked there. Only the incomprehensible machinations of the sidhe.
He awoke with the sound of fifty caliber guns ringing in his ears. The buzz of Rolls Royce Merlin engines vibrating his body until his very blood echoed the trill of the P-51’s pulse. His hands were sweaty and cramped as if he had been holding the joystick for too long a ride. Too long a ride in the cramped cockpit of the Mustang, over any number of God forsaken, nameless Pacific islands.
For a while, he lay twisted in sheets, staring at a ceiling that was featureless in the dark, trying to control the tempo of his breathing. He did not know exactly where he was. The base on Saipan, or Tinian? Or the navy hospital on St. Matthias island? Other than the memory of the dream he could not hear the roar of aircraft engines, or the voices of marines, or the night-time insect serenade that lulled every man on base to sleep. There was something. A static, metallic beat and the whispered hint of a woman’s voice.
Alexander Morgan took a deep, calming breath, relaxing in the realization that he was home. That he was in a bed with clean white sheets and a thick mattress. That the only Japanese aircraft that he was likely to see were on the news bulletins before the matinee movie. It was just a dream. A nightmare. A reoccurring vision of his last active combat duty.
The battle of St. Matthias, March 1944, would live forever in his memory. A victory for the American forces, a nightmare in the making for Alexander Morgan, flight lieutenant for the 52nd combat squadron out of the 7th AAF. He was home because of it. Home before his tour of duty was over, before the war was won. And he had floated in an ocean with the debris of his own aircraft for over twenty hours to achieve it. He would never, ever forget that twenty hours. The sound of guns overhead always reminding him of the turmoil that raged above. He had a medal to prove that he had been injured in the line of duty, but a piece of metal and a ribbon could not salve the terror. The voice drifting out of the darkness from outside the bedroom could.
He closed his eyes, forcing out the last remnants of the nightmare, then swung his legs over the side of the bed and felt for his robe. His shoulder was still stiff. He worked it, grimacing. There was a nice scar there, where he had come down into the welcoming Pacific and scraped against a jagged piece of his own downed plane’s fuselage. He had been lucky against all odds, he had been later told, that the sharks had not come at the scent of all the blood he had leaked into the ocean.
He padded across the cool wooden floor, squinting his eyes in the tiny bit of light that wafted out from the living room. It was a small apartment. One bedroom, one bath, a kitchen and a living room. It was not his, nor had he ever lived in it before being called to war.
It was Victoria’s. She had waited for him to come back to her, but she had not been idle the two years he had been gone. It was her money that paid the rent and bought the food. It was her beauty and the sweetness of her voice that made her popular with the local clubs and earned her a healthy salary. It was her memory that kept him sane all those lonely, frightening months.
He stood in the door to the living room and stared at her. She had a single lamp on. She sat in the floor, her night robe spread about her like a pool of creamy silk. Her hair, God, he loved her hair, as soft as any imagining and deeply burnished red. It tumbled about her shoulders in soft waves, making him bite his lip with need to put his hands in it. In the lamplight her skin was smooth yellow cream, unblemished and unfreckled despite her fiery hair coloring. Her radio, bigger than a bread box and then some, quietly poured forth some song he did not know. But Victoria softly mouthed the words, her voice more pure than the one coming over the air waves. She had a pad on the floor before her, and occasionally bent down to scribble something on it. He quietly walked into the room as she was doing so. She glanced up at his step, her brows furrowed slightly.
“Did I wake you?”
“Never,” he said, smiling at her, sitting down on the high backed sofa behind her, leaning forward to put his hands on her shoulders and rub his cheek against the soft fall of her hair. She leaned back, content, resting between his knees.
“It’s the new Rosemary Clooney tune. Do you like it?”
With her between his legs the attention he paid to the radio was minor.
“You sound better.”
She smiled up at him. “You, sir, are biased.”
“I know.” He brushed his lips across her temple. “But it’s true.”
She accepted the compliment with grace. “I think I’ll use it tomorrow night. You will be there, won’t you?”
“You’ve asked me that a dozen times. I’ll be there. Watching you is like watching an angel descend.”
She waved a hand at him negligently. “How can I ever live up to your flattery, Alex. Oh, I would so like to do something of my own.”
He glanced down at the pad by her knee. “Is that what you’re working on there?”
She nodded, reaching down to snag the pad. “That’s what got me up. I had a dream. The most wonderful lyrics came to me. I had to write them down before I forgot. Listen.” She recited a litany of words that brought to mind dark passions and exotic, lush emotions. It spoke of painful love and overwhelming desire. It might have served as macabre romantic poetry, instead of the love ballads the songs of the time seemed to aim towards.
He stared at her, still stroking her hair. She tilted her head expectantly.
“You dreamed that?” he finally asked.
“Sort of,” she agreed.
“It’s unusual.”
“You don’t like it.” Victoria pouted.
“No, I didn’t say that. I’m just trying to imagine it put to music. It’s sort of dark.”
She sighed and put the pad down. “I know. It must be me. Maybe I’m worried about you.”
“About me? Why?”
“Oh, Alex, you just seem so unhappy. Your nightmares. How horrible it must have been for you.”
His lips thinned. The war and Victoria were two separate things. They had to be kept separate. He wanted a clear definition between them. He could not share the feelings, the terror of ‘that’ with Victoria. It would somehow sully her. Make her less of a safe haven. And he needed a safe haven for escape when reality became to much.
“Don’t worry about me, Victoria,” he said flatly. “I’m fine. You know I am.”
She frowned, staring up at him from an angle. Then finally she sighed and laid her head against his knee.
“I believe you, Alex. I believe you. You came back to me and that’s all that matters.”
“Why wait?” He whispered into her hair a question he had been asking her since his return to civilization. “Why wait to get married? Let’s just do it.”
“Alex, I told you. We will get married, but let’s wait until my brother gets back. He’s my only family and I promised him he would see me marry. I love you, Alex, more than anything, but I owe Tommy that.”
“I want you as my wife,” he protested, sounding sulky to his own ears.
“And I want you as my husband. Just a little while longer. His tour of duty will be up soon. And it can be a Christmas wedding. That would be wonderful.”
“All right.”
She could talk him into anything. With her soft voice and her limpid green eyes.
“I just want to make an honest woman out of you.” He grinned lopsidedly. She pinched his thigh.
“We’re not living in sin. We’re living in love.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “Another song lyric?”
She giggled. “Maybe. Another time.”
She wrapped her arms about his neck and drew his lips down to hers. She was a heaven that no amount of nightmares could take away.
The Flamingo was one of Kansas City’s finest night clubs. The dining was the best in the city and the entertainment had the reputation of being one notch away from Hollywood. The clientele were elite and powerful, and only a fraction of the crowds that waited to get inside were ever actually accommodated. Tuxedoed waiters wound though the tables. Women in designer dresses danced with men in their finest evening wear. The band was big and sounded it. The only reason Alex found himself inside the Flamingo’s elegant domain was the fact that Victoria was the star attraction.
He sat at a small round table, near the back on the second level. He had a good view of the dance floor and the twenty piece band. Since Victoria had yet to make her appearance, he watched the people. The rich old men and their young, pretty wives. Or maybe just young pretty escorts that had nothing to do with matrimony. Men young enough to have fought in the war, but rich enough to avoid it, strutting about as if they had something to be proud about. Matrons that came here for the atmosphere and the prestigious company. The beautiful, beautiful women that came hoping to catch the eye of a man of wealth. And they all came, he liked to think, because of Victoria. They called her the ‘Siren’ on the posters outside. Victoria McFadden, the singing siren. There was a talent scout here tonight. A man that had come all the way from Hollywood to hear Victoria sing. Alex had tried to spot him in the crowd, but all the wealth and the power looked alike to him. All that mattered was that he was here, and that one look at Victoria, one note from her perfect voice and he would be enthralled. Everyone was. She wanted this so very much. So Alex wanted it for her. She was too beautiful and too talented not to have recognition. He would be content to stay on the sidelines and bask in her radiance. As long as she was happy. That was what mattered.
There was a lull in conversation and the lights went down in front. He perked up, focusing his attention to the slightly raised dais where the band played. The lazy strains of ‘Sentimental Journey’ poured out into the room. There was a spattering of applause. Then Victoria came out and the clapping grew. She was a vision in a floor length beaded dress. Low cut and tight sleeved, her glorious hair in a sequined net at the base of her neck. The whole room went silent at her first note, all of them floating along on the waves of her silk and satin voice. He drifted with the rest. She gave the room little time to catch its breath, immediately moving on to ‘My Blue Heaven’. After another half dozen songs, including the new Clooney song she’d been listening to last night, she finished up the set to a standing ovation. The band played on after she gracefully walked off the stage. People congratulated her as she passed, men kissed her hand. She worked her way through the tables and the greetings towards him. A rising star, that found it in her heart to love a man whose only great talent in life was flying the plane that he had been shot down in. She climbed the stairs to the balcony and beamed down at him.
“I was good, wasn’t I?” She leaned down and pressed her cheek against his.
“You were fantastic, Vicky.”
“Come down with me and talk to Mr. Williams.” She was beaming at him, her face alight with excitement.
“Are you sure?” He looked past her to the sea of black clad men and glittering women. “I don’t want to mess things up for you.”
“Silly.” She poked him with one long nailed finger. “You could never do that. Come down with me.”
They went down to sit at the table with Mr. Williams from Hollywood and his entourage of beautiful women and powerful men. Victoria got compliments and encouragement, while he found himself the subject of curious stares. Someone asked him a few conciliatory questions about the war and his service and he answered blandly, the standard answers to the standard questions. They were not interested in him, they were interested in Victoria. He was excess baggage. He was a young man with haunted eyes, who looked out of place in the suit the Flamingo required all its patrons wear. He was here because Victoria wanted it. And they were catering to Victoria.
The talk went past him. They spoke of contracts and screen tests and things that held little interest to him. He sat staring at Victoria and seeing the cresting waves of an unfriendly ocean. Remembering the sound the Zeros made when you played chicken with them. The sputter of torrents as they spat forth hot lead. Victoria caught his arm and brought him out of it – she was grinning at him, talking rapid fire. The tail end of it sunk in. Tomorrow she was going to meet with Mr. Williams again and look over a contract. She asked his opinion, eyes expectant. He lied and told her everything sounded fine. He had heard very little of the details.
They took a cab home, and climbed the steps to her apartment. She chattered a while about what she was going to wear tomorrow, how she would do her hair, and he sat and watched her. Finally she put on her best nightgown and her flowing robe, silk and lace against her creamy skin, that made him forget about everything but her. She unfastened his suspenders and unbuttoned his shirt, her long fingers trailing across the skin of his chest. She let her lips follow where her fingers led. They fell back on the bed, melding together. Crisp white cotton sheets and tasseled crocheted coverlet bunching beneath them. She healed him. She always healed him, even when the injuries were self-inflicted. It was the way with them. He dreamed of nightmares and the horrors he had experienced and seen. She dreamed of saving souls with her light. God, his soul needed saving, and if his deity was a mortal woman, then let heaven look down in jealousy, for he would have it no other way.
They lay together afterward, her cheek against his chest, her hair fanning out over his skin.
“Victoria Morgan,” she experimented. “That sounds better than Victoria McFadden. It’ll make a better stage name.”
“Stage name?” he said with a sniff.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” she chided him for his sensitivity. “If I get this contract and I marry you, I’ll be the happiest woman in the world.”
They lay in silence for a while more, then she ventured. “When you’re better, when your shoulder is all knit, what do you think you’ll do? What do you want to do?”
After a long pause, he shrugged under her. “I don’t know. I’ll find something.”
“I know you will,” she whispered, tightening her arms around him. Then she rose suddenly with a wild grin. “I’m hungry, are you hungry?”
She grabbed her robe and fumbled for the lamp by the bed, but froze halfway to it as something crashed in the living room. Light flared from under the crack of the door for a second, then went out. Victoria whispered his name, but Alex was already up, reflexes trained to quick response. He pulled on his pants and hurriedly searched for something he might use as a weapon. He settled for the long necked bottle of wine they had finished up after getting home.
“Stay,” he whispered, pushing her back down on the bed. He heard the swish of silk that told of her hurriedly donning her robe.
Another noise from the living room and she let out a small frightened yelp. He could not control the start he made himself. Something was moving, something heavy shuffling across the floor. It was right outside the bedroom door, he was certain of it. He crept forward, his bottle gripped in white-knuckled fingers. He reached out for the door knob with his other hand. Closed his fingers over the cold brass and suddenly had it ripped from his grasp as the door was torn outwards against the protesting shriek of hinges that were not made to open in that direction.
He stumbled forward with it, half into the living room. The only light was the scant illumination of the moon coming in from the lacy curtained window. All it did was serve to outline something that crouched in the center of the floor, no more than a few steps from him. At first he had the wild thought that it was a piece of furniture. Victoria’s mammoth china press somehow moved to the center of the floor. It was too tall and broad to be anything else. It was the only thing his mind could comprehend, until it moved. It shifted with the creaking of leather and bone and Alex felt the childish urge to scream and run back into the bed room where it could not see him. It was so like a demon out of childhood imagination, some great shadowed form in the corner of a room that young minds convinced themselves was a monster laying in wait for their slightest move. But this was moving. The boards under it protested at its weight, and the moon light hinted at something that was neither human or animal form. Something gnarled and broad that had the ponderous movement of heavy flesh and muscle. He thought he heard the rasping scratch of breath. A deep, low growl emanated from the mountain of shadow before him.
A piercing scream startled him. He whirled, knowing instinctively that Victoria stood behind him. Her presence, the danger she was in set him into motion.
“Back,” he yelled, throwing the bottle with all his might at the shape and darting back, to shove her back into the bed room. The fire escape outside the bedroom window. He jumped the bed, fumbling with the window, tearing it upwards and grasping for Victoria. She was shaking and sobbing, tensed even against him. He pushed her over the sill, forcing her out in a tumbled mass of silk and limbs and threw his own leg over the sill to follow. There was a roar in his ears that sounded vaguely like the engine roar of his nightmares, but he was awake and this out-lash of sound breathed hot breath and specks of saliva on his back. An arm larger by far than his leg wrapped about his neck, pulling him back. He went through the air and hit the wall just by the bed, sliding down in a weak-kneed puddle, his head spinning from the impact.
“Run, Vicky!” he shouted hoarsely. “Run.” He heard her call his name, then something, several somethings smaller than the initial shape flashed past his vision and scurried over the window sill. She cried out. He forced his muscles into action and tried to gain his feet. Something blocked the view of the window. He looked up and caught the faint glint of yellow eyes, then an impossibly hard fist lashed out and slammed him back against the wall. Everything left him then. He was back to the insistent hum of machine gun fire and the never ending crash of waves.
It was cold. The cold was an unusual aspect of the dream. He was usually sweating and sticky, fighting to keep the mosquitoes from feeding off his lifeblood. It was also quiet, save for the low whistle of wind. It was not the quiet of the tropics, for no insistent crickets chirped or night birds sang, no engines marred the perfection of the silence. Not even the car engines that one could never get away from in the city. Very slowly, he opened his eyes. A slit at first, looking under his lashes at what appeared to be flat gray stone, then he moved his head somewhat and looked at more stone. Stone that slanted upwards at sharp angles, decorated here and there with patches of irregular snow.
Snow and stone. Quiet and cold. He lay for a while trying to associate these conditions with the last place he remembered. Victoria’s apartment on the lower east side of Kansas city. Kansas city, as far as he knew, had very little in the way of snow-bound cliffs. Which only left him the conclusion that he was dreaming. The first non-war related dream he’d had since coming home. He was not totally displeased with the change, just confused.
“It’s awake.” A gravely voice interrupted the perfection of the silence. “The bakatu is awake.”
Alex twisted his neck, peering behind him and was doubly assured that he was indeed in the midst of a dream. A very strange little creature squatted beside him. He might call it a man, if he wanted to stretch the description. It looked more like a collection of hairy slabs of flesh improperly pieced together. Its head was large and singularly atrocious. Brows that made the most primitive of cave men seem intellectual, overshadowed small, glinting black eyes. There were no whites to those eyes, no gleam of humanity. The nose was nothing more than an afterthought of flesh slapped in the center of the off-balance face, and the lips were fleshy slabs that hardly hid the sharp, yellowed teeth beneath them. Bristly black hair grew in tufts indiscriminately about the face and head, and what portions of the body uncovered by leather and rags also seemed abundantly blessed with clots of fur. The shoulders were broad in comparison to the spindly legs and bony knees that poked out of holes in the leggings. The hands were huge and large knuckled, the nails sharp and long, well coated in dirt. All in all it was a very gruesome little man, for even squatting, Alex guessed that he could not have topped five feet. This was most certainly not the thing encountered in Victoria’s apartment.
“Who are you?” Alex asked, playing along with the dream. The shaggy brows drew together and it reached out one hand to prod him in the shoulder.
“Shut up, bakatu.” The little man looked over his shoulder. “It talks.”
Alex followed the gaze. Two dark-skinned, wizened little creatures crouched by a fire. Hairless, wrinkled scalps topped faces, that if not more normally formed, were at least as hideously frightening as the thing sitting by him. Sharp, pointed teeth bristled from beneath their drawn lips. Their clothing consisted mainly of wide leather belts and loincloths. They were stout creatures that stood only marginally taller than the misshapen little man.
“Cut out its tongue,” one suggested, cackling. “Bakatu tongue soup sounds good for supper.”
“Never ate bakatu before,” the thing next to him mused, scratching at something that scurried through the hair on its head. “They eat themselves and never leave a scrap for strangers.”
The two dark creatures hissed in what could have been laughter among themselves. Alex felt his hackles rise. This was not turning into a pleasant dream. He pushed himself up to a sitting position, leaning on has hands. His head throbbed abysmally, his mouth was painfully dry.
“What are you?” he asked again. “Where am I?”
“Don’t listen well, does it?” the little man observed to his companions. “Maybe we won’t eat it, maybe we’ll eat its female.”
Alex stared at him blankly. The creature bared its teeth and waved a hand to Alex’s right. There was a pile of cream silk crumpled in the shadow of two overhanging rocks. Alex gaped, then swung his gaze back to the little man unbelievingly before scrambling over on hands and knees to the form.
Victoria was cold. Her skin was chill and flaccid, her lips slightly blue. There was a bruise on her cheek and her hair was tangled in disarray about her face and shoulders. He grabbed her face in his hands, bringing his own close, praying for the telling hint of breath. She breathed lightly. Just a tickle of air on his cheek, and he grasped her up to his chest in relief, murmuring her name
Victoria had not formerly been a part of his nightmares. That she was here now sent alarms rushing though his mind.
“What have you done to her?” he demanded, not bothering to let her go or turn to the creatures.
The little man shuffled over, reaching out to lift a strand of Victoria’s hair. Alex slapped his hand away.
“What do you think?” the thing said with a leer.
Alex gasped at him, a strangling fury rising. “You bastard....”
The yellow grin widened. “Personally, I’d have nothing to do with a Bakatu female. If a female don’t have fur, what good is she, I say.”
“Bashru. What you doing?” A rumbling voice bounced off the rocks and the little man started, glancing around nervously. A great form moved up a trail that led down from the rocky grotto they occupied.
Alex’s eyes widened. It was almost as wide as he was tall, and twice his height. A small head balanced precariously atop the massive shoulders. It looked vaguely porcine about the face and ears. It carried with it an ax a good five feet long. With every lumbering step it took, the leather armor it wore creaked and the great bones beneath the ample padding of flesh and muscle seemed to crack. It was a familiar noise. It brought back the shadowed shape in the darkness of Victoria’s apartment. Alex gaped, shocked silent, holding Victoria closer, as if his puny arms might be some protection against that.
It stood over him, its shadow a complete blanket. The little man scurried past it and crouched a little bit away from the other two creatures, glaring at the giant’s back.
For a long moment it stared down at them, then finally it spoke, its voice a rumbling, grating of vocal chords.
“You don’t do what Zakknr says first time and....” He slapped one fist into the palm of the other. The crack made Alex jump. His eyes practically bugged from their sockets. “....you disobey second time and I break female.” He made a twisting, wrenching motion with those unbelievably large hands. “You understand?”
When Alex only stared incomprehensibly, the thing, this Zakknr drew in a deep breath and roared at him. “You understand, bakatu?!!”
Alex jerked back, huddling against the rock, hugging Victoria so tight that he probably cut off her breathing. He nodded shakily and Zakknr shook his head once in satisfaction, then lumbered over to the fire.
Alex continued to watch him warily, slowly relaxing his grip on Victoria. The little man, after a while wondered back over, sitting on a rock and staring at them. Alex tried to ignore him, looking down at Victoria’s face, brushing her hair back and lightly caressing the bruise on her cheek. Her breathing was regular now and deep. Her warmth against his chest took away some of the cold. He did not have his shirt, just the pants he had hastily thrown on when Zakknr had invaded their living room. She was little better, with only a night gown and thin silk robe. He chanced a glance back up and the little man was still staring.
“What do you want?” Alex ground out, low enough so the words did not carry to the fire.
“Ogres aren’t very pleasant, hmmm?” the creature remarked.
Alex glanced past him to the fire. An ogre? He laughed a bit hysterically. “And what are you? A troll?”
The hideous face twisted with surprising dexterity. “Troll. Paauughh! I be a spriggan and proud of it. Better than any goblin or ogre, that be fer sure.”
Insulted, the spriggan moved off, turning its back on him. That was fine. Its front was discernibly unsettling. Alex rubbed his cheek against Victoria’s hair, craving her softness and warmth. She stirred slightly. He whispered her name and she turned in his arms, burrowing her cheek against his chest.
“I’m cold,” she murmured, still hazy with sleep.
He tightened his arms. “Me too, but it’s okay. It’s just a dream.”
“A dream?” She blinked up at him, her lashes were black slashes against her pale skin. She smiled slightly. “What do you mean, love?”
“This just isn’t real. I’ll wake up soon and everything will be all right.” He hoped so. He truly hoped so.
Her brows drew and she made to turn. He held her close. “You don’t want to see,” he assured her.
There was uncertainty in her eyes now – she pushed against his chest and twisted. He let her, sighing. She gasped and flattened herself to him, one hand at her mouth. For a long time she said nothing. The spriggan turned its head once to stare at them, and Victoria shuddered.
“Alex,” she whispered, “if this is your dream, then I’m in it.”
“I know.”
She craned her neck to look at him, then at the sky above. It was darkening with evening. Tentatively she put out a hand and felt the cold ground, she picked up a pebble and hefted it in her small hand. Suddenly she tossed it into the center of the clearing. The ogre growled in surprise and the two goblins hissed. She drew back.
“Alex.” Her voice was shaky and broken. “This is no dream. This is real.”
“No, it’s not,” he assured her. “I have them all the time, not like this granted, but they always seem real.”
“Alexander, this is real,” she insisted, her voice rising in panic. “I know dream from reality and this is not dream. Nightmare maybe, but it’s real.”
He was about to argue further when a voice came from nowhere.
“Trolls. On the ridge above.”
It was smooth and clear and for the life of him he had no notion where it originated. But the spriggan was staring at a spot just beyond the ogre’s campfire, and the goblins were doing likewise nervously whispering among themselves. There was an inconsistent section of rock and shadow. He squinted at it and as his brain registered that there was indeed something there other than stone dappled in evening light, his eyes began to make out the shake of a roughly man-sized form ensconced in what at first seemed a ragged collection of layered cloaks. On closer inspection, and the more he looked the more details he saw, the cloak was cut with precise imperfection, each layer a differing length of a light, thin fabric. It was the exact color of the stone behind it. It even seemed to darken where the shadow fell on the rock. A concealing cowl covered the form’s head, but it seemed no taller than Alex and its shoulders no wider, and with the movement of the cloak in the breeze he caught sight of a hand that looked very much human, save for the slender, narrow length of the fingers. The skin was very much an echo of the cloak and rock, though only faintly paler.
At the shape’s statement, the ogre lurched to its feet, grabbing its ax.
“How many?” it rumbled.
The form held up four fingers. “Adults, this time,” he clarified. It was a male voice, though beautifully silken and tinted with a hint of accent.
“Can’t take on four trolls,” the spriggan whined, dancing from foot to foot nervously. “Look what almost happened with just a single young one?”
“Shut up, Bashru,” Zakknr growled, then cast his narrow, piggish glare at Alex and Victoria, as if they held some fault in the cloaked man’s announcement.
“Get horses,” he suddenly snarled and stomped across the clearing toward Alex.
Victoria let out a startled squeal as the ogre reached down with one hand and yanked her out of Alex’s arms. Complaining, Alex followed her up on his own and had his arm encased in the uncompromising grasp. With a human in each hand he dragged them across the clearing to where the goblins and spriggan had saddled a cluster of night dark horses. Or something like horses, but not exactly. One of the animals bared his teeth at the spriggan and Alex realized that the teeth were not the teeth of a herbivore. The spriggan was already mounted, his dark eyes scanning the rocks above them. From somewhere out in the shadows there was a crashing and a loud series of grunts. Zakknr let go of Alex to effortlessly swing Victoria up behind the spriggan. Her legs were pale slashes against black horse and tack.
“No.” He tried to struggle when the ogre dragged him away, calling Victoria’s name. She looked over her shoulder at him, helplessly as the spriggan spurred the horse into motion. She disappeared down the trail behind an outcrop of rock. The goblins were already on their mounts and following the spriggan. The ogre hoisted him up into the saddle of the remaining horse, then climbed up after him. This horse was considerably larger than the other three, more like some parody of a draft horse, with thick fetlocks and a flat back that Alex could have stretched out fully upon. The animal grunted under the ogre’s weight. Alex found himself trapped between the ogre’s arms, any route of escape vanished. Not that he wanted escape, with things that even the ogre feared shambling down the slope.
As the ogre spurred his mount down slope, shadow suddenly melted out from the rock before them. The animal tossed its head in surprise and the ogre growled.
“Damned assassin,” Zakknr rumbled. “Don’t do that.”
The cloaked form held up a hand showing three fingers. “Three. But go fast, others follow.”
The ogre swore, and kicked his horse past the man on foot. The cloak swirled as the man danced out of the large animal’s path. Alex looked back only a second later, but there was no sign of him.
They galloped headlong down the treacherous, rocky path, the hooves of the horse kicking loose rocks that trailed after them. Victoria was wrong. This had to be a dream. There was no other explanation. For if it was not, then he was surely insane. It would mean that he had lost the tenuous grip on sanity that the war had left him with.
The horse stumbled and he was thrown forward, pressed against the hard ridge of neck bone by the oppressive weight of the ogre. He felt the breath leave him in an explosive gasp. Something hit the ground just before them to the left. Rock exploded, sending sharp chips flying. The horse screamed in outrage as its legs and belly were hit by the stone shrapnel. The ogre bellowed, waving his ax. Alex risked twisting about to stare up the slope to the right.
Something monstrous stood there in the glow of evening. Something that made the ogre seem petite and graceful. It was tall as a house and almost as broad. It wore a patch work of skins and furs about its thick middle and carried a club that was more like a medium tree than anything else. A thatch of shaggy black hair was pulled back in a long greasy tail and it wore most gruesome jewelry. Teeth, bones and small skulls adorned its wrists and neck. It stooped and picked up a second bolder, carelessly tossing it down upon them. Zakknr pulled up hard on the reins, jerking the horse to one side as the rock hit and shattered. The troll, for that was what they had said, was coming down the mountain, blew out a gust of frosty air at the miss, then started to clamber down the slope. Zakknr kicked the horse into motion, and the animal eagerly scrambled down the path. They could hear the bellows of the troll behind them.
The great horse was breathing hard by the time they had descended a thousand feet, but it was faster than the troll, even with the monster strides it was equipped to take. They thundered into a sparse patch of trees growing on the slope, and though the dappled shadow Alex could just see the hindquarters of one of the other horses. The spriggan’s mount was out of sight. He wished it far, far ahead and well away from the pursuing troll. They burst out of the trees and found themselves on an incline. The animal scrambled for purchase, the ogre berating it and smacking it with the flat of one broad palm the entire way. The horse of the goblin in front of them sent down a shower of small rocks and debris. At the rise, the ogre stopped, turning his prancing mount to view the way they had come. There was no sign of troll pursuit. No movement anywhere. Alex closed his eyes for a moment, trying without success to catch his breath. He felt as if he had run that haphazard route and not the heaving horse beneath him. He turned to look forward, down the other side of the rise and gaped.
Spread below, no more than a mile of rocky and tree dotted slope away, was a mist-shrouded expanse of plain. It was blue and violet with the setting sun and perfectly flat. It spread as far as he could discern to the right and left, but at the very edge of the horizon a darker line of green hinted at what might be forest at its end. The horse moved under him, and with a grunt of satisfaction the ogre urged it to start the down hill passage.
They caught up with the other horses presently, and Alex silently caught Victoria’s gaze and held it. She was pale and scared, and trying her best not to hold on to the hairy form of the spriggan she rode behind. She wrinkled her nose occasionally as the wind whipped back at them, carrying the creature’s particular odor to her nose. He looked about for the cloaked man. The assassin, Zakknr had called him, was no where in sight. But then again, Alex had not noticed him either time he had appeared before until he was practically standing in front of them. Unnerving trait, that.
It was full night before they reached the bottom of the slope and their horses hooves trod on the soft earth of the plain. It was a strange night. The stars in the sky glowed with such luminance and clarity, that it was not truly dark. An unearthly glow encased the land, the horses, the riders. The moon was a huge, looming globe just over his shoulder. Larger than the moon had ever seemed before. If it was the moon he was used to. He was beginning to doubt that.
For what seemed hours they rode across the plain. The ogre would not allow him to speak with Victoria. His head rang from Zakknr’s slap the last time he had tried. She cast worried, sad looks his way. The chill seemed to have departed entirely, once down from the mountain. The air on the plain was almost spring-like. Behind him the ogre was sweating. The moon was high in the night sky when they reached the edge of the wood that had been hinted at from the vantage of the mountain. The foliage was thin and new at the outside edges, but the eye could not penetrate further than a few dozen yards, so it undoubtedly thickened further in. The party turned left and followed the line of trees, staying just outside of the wood’s boundary. Occasionally Alex saw lightening bugs flare up within the depths of the foliage. But they were strange colors, often blue and green instead of the yellow of the lightening bugs he was familiar with. There was no sound of crickets, but night birds trilled constant songs and once in a great while, there was the drifting note of what could have been music. It was distant and elusive, like the fleeting memories of a dream.
At some point he dozed, for he woke suddenly to find himself leaning back against the ogre and straightened immediately. Zakknr paid no heed. Alex craned his neck to assure himself of Victoria’s nearness. She was leaning back, as far from the spriggan as possible on the back of a horse, staring into the wood. He thought he heard the music again, but it faded as soon as he thought he picked up the melody.
Finally the ogre called a halt and they made camp just within the overhanging presence of the wood. The goblins gathered wood and started a fire. The spriggan settled himself a good distance away from them, folding its knees up to its chest and glaring into the wood, at the horses, at the ogre and goblins. He seemed a foul-tempered little man. Not knowing what else to do, Alex and Victoria sat down an equal distance between the spriggan and the goblins. The ogre moved about the horses, fumbling with the tact. He ambled back among them clutching a slab of brown dried meat of some sort in its hand and a leather wine skin in the other. He ravished the meat without offering any to the others, then greedily guzzled the contents of the skin. The goblins eyed him intently, whispering among themselves, then one of them scurried off to the horses in pursuit of food of its own. After a bit the spriggan followed suit.
“What do we do?” Victoria asked him, her voice small and barely audible. The question took him off guard. He had no notion whatsoever what to do in the present situation. What could possibly be done? Fight free of the ogre and his beastly little companions and flee into a wood that held more trolls or things just as bad? If he had some vague idea where he was, or what these strange beings wanted with them, then maybe he could think on what to do. But he knew nothing. Absolutely nothing.
“I don’t know,” he murmured helplessly. “I can’t even convince myself that this is real.”
She was silent, watching the spriggan as it wandered back from its horse, a smaller skin than the ogre’s clutched in its hand and a chunk of meat that it was stuffing into its broad mouth. It sat down a few yards from them, peering at them from the slit of one eye. It continued this the entire time it chewed on its meat, shifting its gaze only to lift the skin and sloppily drink from its contents. Finally it lowered the skin and took up its inspection of them. It lifted one hip to scratch at an irritation under its loin skin, then moved closer. Alex drew breath, not knowing what to expect. But it only thrust out the skin and glared foully at them.
“Don’t suppose bakatu can foul it any more than goblins.”
“What is it?” Alex warily took the proffered skin. The spriggan rolled its black eyes.
“What you think? Water. Stupid bakatu.”
Alex sniffed it, glanced at Victoria, who shrugged, then took a tentative sip. It was water. It was musty from the skin, but cool and pure. He took a longer swallow, rejoicing at the relief to his dry mouth. He passed it to Victoria, wiping his mouth on the back of his arm. The spriggan was still watching, almost curious.
“Where are we?” Alex took a deep breath and ventured the question, hoping the little man’s generosity might mean he was more open to conversation.
“This? Boarder of the Alkeri’na.”
“Where’s that?”
The spriggan shook his head and spat. “The land’s Elkhavah, if that’s what you’re asking, bakatu.”
“How...how did we get here?” That was the important one. He held his breath in hopes of an answer.
“Portal.” The spriggan reached out one long arm and snatched his skin back from Victoria. “Portal at the End Of The World.”
“What’s the portal?” Victoria ventured.
“Gate between worlds,” Bashru replied.
“Why are we here?” Alex asked.
The spriggan’s eyes narrowed. “None of yer business.”
“None of my business?” Alex gasped. “How’s it not my business.”
The spriggan clamped his mouth shut and turned away, disinclined to further the conversation. Alex forced his voice back to calmness.
“All right. Why do you keep calling me Bakatu. That’s not my name. My name’s Alex Morgan. This is Victoria.”
The spriggan looked over its shoulder at them. “What’s it to me? Bakatu’s what you are. Or as close as I can figure. Haven’t been one of your kind through the portal in close to three hundred years, far as I know.”
“And you won’t tell us why we’re here now?”
“No, I won’t. Not my business either.” Then he frowned, staring hard at the horses. Alex followed his stare and saw nothing but the bulky bodies of the horses. The spriggan shook his head and took another swig of water. A moment later there was a figure crouching at his side. The spriggan let out a yelp and scrambled away, trailing water. Victoria gasped and dug her nails into Alex’s arm, but he was fairly proud of his own control at the sudden appearance of the shadowy assassin. The spriggan was cursing fluently, shaking one fist at the wispy cloaked figure. The cloak was mostly black now, with traces of shadowed green. The hand that touched the ground was dusky. Tendrils of hair that escaped the hood were as dark as the cloak.
“Twice damn you, Ciagenii,” Bashru cried. “You like to scare me to death.”
The assassin rose in one fluid movement, the cloak made not a sound as it moved about his body. He flowed past the grumbling spriggan to stand before the fire. The ogre glared up at him.
“What you want, Dusk?”
The assassin lifted one arm, trailing filmy strands of his dark cloak, and indicated the eastward direction they had been traveling.
“Morbibeasts gather in mass on the plains leading to the Hallow Hills. There is no passing there.”
The ogre grunted, slamming one fist onto the ground. Tufts of grass and dirt spewed outward.
“Means we have to travel though the Alkeri’na.”
Dusk shrugged, offering no opinion. He stood for a moment more, then passed the fire and stepped into the shadow of the wood. In the blink of an eye he was gone. Or he was still there, lurking in the shadow, beyond everyone’s comprehension.
“Where did he go?” Victoria whispered. “He just vanished.”
“He does that,” Alex explained.
She shuddered. “He almost seemed...human.”
Alex shook his head, never having seen more than a glimpse of slender hand or a lock of long hair. His attention was drawn away from contemplation of the assassin by the ogre’s muttering complaints.
“Did not want to go through forest. Take more time. Master be angry.”
“Don’t see any way around it.” The spriggan sniffed. “Lessen you want to ride though migrating morbibeasts. Have the life sucked right out of you.”
The ogre glared, but refrained from comment. “Forest it is. But you can tell master why we’re late.” The ogre settled down, stretching its legs before it, feet almost touching the fire. “Sleep.” he commanded. “Long ride tomorrow. No rests then.”
The light never reached the forest floor in the same condition that it hit the uppermost leaves of the forest canopy. It was green filtered in places and dappled hazy yellow in others. Some trails were so gloomy, and the moss that covered the ground so brown, that it was doubtful that the sun ever reached the lowest recesses. There were hints of paths, but they seemed mostly to be game trails, although very little sign of large animals was to be found. Birds frequented the trees though, and butterflies swarmed with abandon. They were everywhere, large as kites and tiny as newborn moths. The ogre and his smaller followers swatted at them in irritation, but Alex was amazed. He had seen his share of tropical jungles in the pacific, but even the most uncharted had been nothing compared to this. He had never seen trees so tall, so huge in circumference. Never seen so many explosions of color in the petals of the flowers that dug their roots into the soft wood rooting limbs and moss covered trunks. Tiny frogs and lizards often darted across the path, or froze in their hunting for food to stare at the passing intruders. The birds called down at them from the branches indignantly.
They had given up riding some time ago, when the path became too snarled for the passage of mounted riders. The ogre forged the path ahead, slicing vines and foliage out of the way with his mammoth ax. Alex and Victoria walked behind the spriggan, the goblins bringing up the rear with the horses. She clutched his hand, her fingers tightening occasionally, either to receive comfort or to give it. She stared at the glory around them in awe, often nudging him to silently point out some spectacular bird or clustering of butterflies. When they spoke, they cast their voices low, out of the ogre’s hearing. The sporadic discussion they were having was a repeat of what made up most of the morning’s conversation.
“How can there be such a thing? A portal between worlds...it’s fantasy.” She was scrutinizing the spriggan’s misshapen back as she whispered this. They seemed to be taking turns arguing the reality of the situation.
“I’ve seen some odd things, Vicky, I really have. Seen men do crazy things. Just because a man won’t normally do a thing, doesn’t mean he won’t do it under stress. Same thing here, I guess. Because we aren’t familiar with the concept, does not mean it cannot exist.”
“Why us?” She hit the concern that had been gnawing at him for some time. “Why would this portal open into my apartment?”
He had no answer and their captors would not venture to give them one. The sense of helplessness was overpowering. Not knowing. He could cry with the frustration save that Victoria needed his strength to lean on, little as it was in comparison with what they journeyed with. He put an arm around her, for her comfort, but it was his own that was somehow eased.
Something screamed out in the forest. A punitive, scratchy cry that momentarily silenced the bird chatter. The party hesitated, alert. The goblins drew wicked knives and stared out into the foliage. The horses threw up their heads in nervousness. The cry repeated, ahead of them. The ogre forged onward. They followed and came upon a great tawny body sprawled across the game trail. It was feline in some respects, huge, its body almost ten feet stretched as it was. Thick gray fur, liberally dotted with black and fading to white on its tummy. It had a great plumed tail and ears that sported tufts of soft white fur. It was quite dead, and newly so by the luster that still clung to the fur and the state of the body.
“Gulun,” the spriggan said behind them, a wary tone to his voice. “Damn lucky we are to come upon this one dead.”
Alex turned to stare at the little man, even as Victoria moved a step forward towards the animal corpse.
“Very dangerous?” he asked, as if anything in this place was not.
Bashru snorted. “A troll would think twice before crossing one’s path.”
Alex paled and stared back at the cat. And found that there was movement in that fur after all. White and black shifted and moved at its belly. Large black eyes and flattened ears peered up over the rise of fur. The cry that had alerted them voiced again, this time hardly more than a hiss. The spriggan let out a wail and scrambled for his knife. The ogre lifted his war ax and rumbled forward.
“Kill it! Kill it!” the goblins shrieked from the rear. And none of them descended on the gulun cub as quickly or as absolutely as one slim and silk clad form that swept it up in terror and held a mewing spitting kitten to her chest gazing at them all with wide furious eyes.
Alex made a rush for her, terrified. “Put it down, Vicky!” he shouted. “It’s dangerous!”
She backed away, clutching the squirming furry body that was bigger than an oversized house cat and considerably more vocal.
“It’s a kitten,” she cried back at him, at all of them. “It’s scared.”
“Put it down woman,” Zakknr rumbled, waving the ax. Her eyes widened as the ogre advanced. Alex made a grab for the great arm, and the ogre shook him off.
Victoria backed another step, tears streaking down her cheeks. “I won’t let you kill it.”
“Put it down!” the ogre bellowed, shocking her white. The kitten flattened its ears and buried its face in her hair. Its claws drew blood on her shoulders. Alex was in turmoil. He wanted to talk her into putting the thing down, he wanted to keep the ogre from laying hands on her or worse, and he felt hopelessly inept to achieve either goal. Her look was pure stubborn righteousness and the ogre’s strength was unconquerable. She took another step back as Zakknr and the goblins descended upon her. She collided with something that had not been there a moment before. She gasped and whirled and faced the assassin, all green and brown with hints of shimmering gold. He was slim and faceless and apparently immovable, and Alex thought more deadly than the lot of the others combined.
He curled his fingers into knots of tension, then utter dismay as she grasped a handful of layered cloak and pulled herself and her small victim behind the assassin. She continued to hold onto the cloak. The assassin did not flinch. A mere inclination of the hooded head, what might have been a glance at her fingers clutching his cloak.
“It’s just a baby,” she murmured. “They want to kill it. Please help me.”
She was pressed against the back of a creature that had killed trolls with ease. She could not imagine the danger, could not imagine how badly Alex wanted to yank her away from him, to the safety of his own arms, how suddenly and purely Alex developed a loathing for a faceless silken voice, when the assassin lifted a hand and stopped the ogre in its tracks.
“Leave her be. The cub is not danger.”
Zakknr swelled in outrage, wanting dearly no doubt to smite the assassin where he stood.
“Mind your own business, Dusk!” he roared. “The humans are mine.”
“They are not,” the assassin whispered, low like the caress of a feather over silver. “They are the Dark Lord’s.”
“Mine to keep ‘till then,” Zakknr cried, his authority usurped and he afraid to punish the usurper.
“So be it.” Dusk inclined his head. “They are yours.”
The ogre nodded slightly mollified until the assassin added, “The cub then is under my protection. Touch it at your own risk.”
He moved, almost faded into the forest and found himself restrained by a small white hand in his cloak. Victoria had her face buried in the cub’s fur, hardly noticing to whom she held. With her hands on him his colors almost seemed to ebb, to turn cream and alabaster. He turned to Alex. A silent command.
Trembling, Alex went forward, caught Victoria in his arms and pried her fingers from the cloak. It was like silk and light. He chanced a glance up under the hood, wondering morbidly at the face it hid and caught his breath as he got a glimpse. It was not human, but it might have been angel. It might have been some visionary artist’s fevered dream of unearthly perfection. Only it was not perfect. It was too unattainably beautiful to be perfect. Almost, but not quite feminine in its beauty. There were undertones of Victoria in the skin tone, undertones of the muted forest around them. It changed even as Alex drew Victoria away, softly shifting back to gold and powdery green-brown. The assassin stepped back into the shadow of the foliage and melted away. Alex was left with a woman and a catling in his arms and the feeling that in all the horrors he had yet experienced in this world, the one that he had just seen could very well be the one that might haunt him forever.
Victoria seemed to have no other care than her rescued gulun cub. Almost as if a daze, she walked cradling it in her arms talking to it as if it understood her. It, in turn attached itself to her as if she were its own mother and purred contentedly at her breast. It had a very loud purr. The spriggan and the goblins kept their distance, casting it and the humans occasional wary glances. Zakknr forged ahead, disgusted and muttering to himself. Alex had the growing fear that vengeance would be taken upon them at the next camp, since Dusk had forbidden harm to the cub. Which brought his mind back to the assassin, whom they had not seen a trace of since his appearance that morning.
Alex had the feeling he was close by, drifting along beside them in the wood like some shadow hunter, a chameleon who could match his colors to the environment and fade like a whisper on the wind when he chose. And almost human.
“Did you see him?” he asked of Victoria as they walked. The gulun cub laid its ears back at him and showed him its teeth. She rebuked it gently, scratching under a furry chin.
“Who?” she murmured.
“Dusk. The assassin.”
“A little.”
“He was almost human.”
“Almost,” she agreed, paying him little attention. He sighed at her distraction. He had berated her for her foolhardiness, to little benefit. This conversation, like the others he had attempted, seemed a lost cause. Did she find some fault with him for not backing her up when she had decided to rashly champion the cub? There was no way to defend himself without making things worse. He could not tell her, of all people, how helpless he felt. This situation was worse than his nightmares and the reality they were based upon. Those he could deal with. This. This was nothing so simple or predictable.
Moss and twigs were trod underfoot. The dappled light changed its pattern. The sounds of the forest subtly changed from the chorus of day creatures to a quieter symphony of night ones. The cub began a punitive whining that would not let up. The spriggan more than once offered to put it out of their misery. The goblins were all glares. And the ogre, fed up with the constant drone of miserable gulun cub, crashed back towards them and waved a massive fist threateningly over Victoria’s head.
“Shut it up or leave it. Don’t need everything in the forest comin’ to see what the racket’s about!”
She shrank against Alex, her courage of the morning seemingly dried up.
“It’s hungry,” she whispered, clutching it while Alex clutched her.
Zakknr blew out a snort of disgust and stalked off. The humans started again at the goblins urging. The spriggan fell into pace beside Alex, glancing up at them with a certain glint of maliciousness on his weathered face.
“Know a good recipe for hempcat soup. Gulun would be a good substitute. Never had gulun afore.”
Victoria made a small gasping sound and glared at the little man. The cub hissed, as if it knew it was being discussed in culinary terms.
They made camp at the first hint of darkness, the goblins going to some efforts to build a blazing fire. Alex and Victoria sat on one side of it, the goblins and the ogre on the other. The spriggan, it seemed, preferred his own company and sat away from them all, muttering quietly to himself. Victoria tried to feed the mewing cub a strip of the jerky they had been given but the dried meat was not to its liking and the little creature turned up its pink nose, more verbose than ever. She turned helpless eyes to Alex.
“What do I feed it?”
He looked over her head to the spriggan who was eyeing them both as it sharpened its ragged dagger.
“Probably wouldn’t mind a little spriggan. Do guluns eat spriggan, Bashru?” He asked and the spriggan drew its considerable brows together and glared. Bashru was the only one of the little company that Alex had any inclination to exchange words with. Despite crude comments and none too veiled threats, the little man seemed by far the least dangerous .
The most dangerous, which had been conspicuously absent all day, suddenly killed conversation within the circle of firelight by his materialization out of the night. Dusk stepped into the firelight in a swirl of filmy cloak.
“There’s a gorge a days travel to the north. A gnome bridge spans it. Old. There might be gnomes on the northern side.”
“With our luck,” the spriggan muttered. “Nothing is ever easy.”
The assassin, having delivered this news began to fade back into the shadows of the night.
“Wait.” A trembling female plea, and slowly solidity returned. The dark assassin stepped back into the circle of light. Faceless, voiceless. Waiting with an infinite, dread patience.
Alex drew a breath, wishing Victoria silent. But holding a protesting cub between her knees, she was heedless of his silent request.
“What do I feed the kitten? It’s hungry.”
The spriggan sputtered on laughter, greatly amused that she should ask such a thing of a dark assassin. The assassin in question continued to stare silently.
“Well, it’s yours.” Victoria finally declared in frustration, gaining a tilt of the hooded head. “You took it under your protection. You can’t just watch it starve.”
Alex thought that the assassin probably could. Dusk proved him correct by refusing to engage in dialog. He simply faded out and left them all staring at the area he had occupied.
“I can’t believe you asked him that,” he whispered into her hair. She twisted to look up at him.
“Why not? It’s true. Didn’t he save her?”
“He’s not human, Vicky. Don’t expect human reactions.”
She sniffed and scratched behind the cub’s ears as it curled between her legs.
“It’s a girl,” she noted, using Alex for a convenient back post.
“Really.”
“I have to name her.”
He looked over her shoulder to the cub. It was mostly white fur, not having yet gained the spots of its massive mother. The only breaks in the snowy fur were dark tips about the ears and nose and three rings at the plumed end of its tail. That tail was snapping irritably with the young carnivore’s yearning for food.
“I wonder what killed the mother?” Victoria mused.
“Nothing I’d care to run into,” Bashru declared from his solitude. “Nothing hunts gulun. Even the high hunts hesitate with gulun as prey.”
“Disease?” Alex asked. The spriggan looked at him blankly, as though that word had no meaning to him. Alex sighed and elaborated. “Maybe she got sick. Ate something she shouldn’t have.”
The little man scratched at a body insect. “Could be. In a couple of moons that kit will outweigh you. It’s probably entertaining thoughts of eating you now as is.”
“She’s not,” Victoria assured Alex, ignoring the spriggan. “She’s just scared and lonely. I think I’ll call her Phoebe. Very cat like, don’t you think?”
The firelight flickered and the assassin was back in their midst. They had hardly time to gasp before he tossed something at Victoria’s feet. A small still body with a rodent-like tail and short, banded fur. Victoria gaped and Phoebe pounced with a delighted squall. Alex stared in stupefied surprise as the cub tore into the still warm and pliant rodent. She was neat enough to carry it a few feet away from them to feast.
Of course the assassin was gone when he looked back up to find him. Bashru was muttering in disgust and some amazement. Most of his disgruntlement seemed to be that a worthless gulun cub was worthy of such a delicious tidbit when a loyal spriggan rated nothing but dried strips of meat. He glowered into the woods for some time muttering about the lack of charity in assassins.
The next morning brought them to a game trail wide enough to allow riding. The spriggan absolutely refused to ride with the gulun and put up such an irate argument that even Zakknr gave up bellows and treats in favor of an easier solution. He made the goblins ride together and gave the humans and the gulun a mount of their own. Not that he trusted them that far. The reins were secured to his own saddle in case they might take it in mind to bolt. That was perfectly all right. Alex was delighted to ride with Victoria over Zakknr, even with the gulun as excess baggage.
They rode for hours through landscape awash with color and sound. It was always changing, always wonderfully bright and new. Hours into the day they paused to relieve themselves and stretch cramped muscles.
Dusk appeared out of nowhere with a small furry sacrifice for Phoebe. Victoria beamed and mouthed thanks. Alex found himself glaring. He could think of no good cause for the animosity, other than the fact that Dusk had a face that had made him stop and stare, much less what it might do to a woman. And the assassin was going out of his way to accommodate a cubling that the rest of his party would happily carve up for stew. Alex could not help thinking that maybe it was the woman and not the animal that the courtesy was being extended to. Victoria certainly responded. She even went so far as to comment to Alex when they were back in the saddle and making their way down the trail again that Dusk, (she had little liking for forming assassin on her lips) was the most humane of their captors. Alex kept his tongue, looked straight over her head and secretly dreaded making camp that night. For most certainly the assassin would repeat the cub’s feeding and gain even more of Victoria’s gratitude.
They reached the gorge a hour before sunset. It was a narrow ravine cut deeply into the sprawling forest. A rocky river snaked some two hundred feet below. The forest stopped twenty feet from the gorge, leaving the land naked and scattered with sandstone and dead branches and restarted almost immediately on the other side of the span, nearly a hundred feet away. There was a bridge that crossed it. It was constructed of twisted vines, as thick as a man’s arm and lashed together with time weathered planks of rough hewn wood. It seemed solid and well built. Wide enough for the horses.
The company paused for some while, scanning the far side. The goblins muttered amongst themselves, whispering of gnomes and gnomish traps, and how one would very badly not like to be turning on a gnomish spit.
Bashru commented that gnomes were fonder of goblin meat that any other. Swarn rebutted that no self-respecting creature of any sort would lower itself to taste of spriggan. Zakknr ceased the debate with a rap across the back of the goblin’s knobby head and the order to take the horses across first. The goblins scurried to do his bidding, taking reins in hand and leading the nervous animals across the bridge.
It creaked and swayed under their weight. But held. The ogre followed with his own outsized mount. There was a mighty protest of wood and vine, but the bridge held fast, which relieved the mind of it ever falling if it could support that combined weight.
Only Alex, Victoria, the spriggan and the sandstone colored form of the assassin were left. The spriggan urged them forward, taking Victoria’s arm and pulling her onto the bridge. Alex glanced back at the assassin, who, against the backdrop of sky and clearing was not difficult to discern. Dusk had paused and was staring across the gorge into the forest. There was no expression on what Alex could see of the face, but there was something in the body that tensed. Alex stopped, three steps out onto the bridge, following the assassin’s stare. He could see nothing but foliage and undergrowth. The horses milled quietly on the far side, the goblins were arguing again, or plotting amongst themselves.
Victoria and the spriggan were almost across. There was a sudden, hard hand in his back and a level whispered. “Go.” The first word the assassin had actually spoken to him.
He turned questioningly. “What?”
“Go.” More urgent. Something hit the wood at his feet. Something fletched in green feathers. An arrow. Then suddenly there were a shower of them and he was flinging himself down in reflex, being half way across a bridge with no hope of cover. There were screams from the other side, and when he looked up a sudden swarm of black bodies erupted from the wood, wielding axes and daggers. The ogre bellowed and rushed forward. He had arrows in his leathery hide. He ignored them.
Alex searched for Victoria. Found her pale form between the horses. He started to go to his knees, but Dusk was scrambling over him, light and graceful, no doubt discomforted that the bridge offered him little in the way of camouflage.
The bridge shuddered. There were gnomes at the far end. Evil, grinning mouths and small heads on misshapen bodies. The canines in those gaping mouths were sharp and no doubt used to tearing flesh. The bridge shuddered again, more violently, and cables that were attached to stone supports let loose, almost as if they had been designed to be released easily and upon need.
Alex might have kept his hold, half lying down as he was, but the jar of the bridge slamming against the far wall of the ravine and the impact of the assassin who had not been holding on, tore him free and sent him spinning past featureless rock towards a too narrow span of river.
He hit water, barely missing a rocky outcropping. He went under with too much violence and lost what breath he had. He gasped water and struggled hysterically when it filled his lungs.
Drowning. Drowning. He drowned in his nightmares, in an ocean that was no less turbulent that this unearthly river. He spasmed and kicked for the surface, hit a rock and scraped flesh raw on it, but clung to it and pulled himself up. Gasping air, spitting out fluid, he had barely found relief when he was ripped away from his buoy and cast into the rapids. He fought to keep the surface. He was a good swimmer, even though he had developed somewhat of a phobia for water. But this river was meant for nothing so much as a means of breaking and reducing debris that dared its realm into meaningless matter.
Alex went under again. He clawed frantically and found softness and fabric. He pulled it up with him, heavy, lifeless and limp. Recognizable as nothing but dark, soaked layers of material. But he knew what was under it. He contemplated releasing it back to the arms of the river. Maybe the sacrifice would be enough to win his own freedom if lady river was feeling kind. He thought about working to end a jealousy that had been building all day. He was not a stranger to killing, not unlike what he held afloat in his arms. He had deaths on his conscience in the name of war. And this one was probably already gone. Drowned or hit upon rocks Alex had barely avoided. One less foe for him to contend with in a friendless world.
He could not let go. He held on and let the river carry him and his burden and finally came up hard against an outcropping of rock on the northern side. The breath left him again, and he hugged the rock in relief as it returned. Then hauled his battered body up onto a rocky, narrow shelf, pulled the assassin up after him and collapsed, tangled with cloth and limbs that were not his own. He breathed deep, eyes closed and finally sat up as it occurred to him to check and see if what he had fished out of the river was actually alive. He struggled to pull the assassin the rest of the way onto the shelf, turned him over and peeled wet cloth off of a face that was still and ashen. Skin color was not so far from his own, and great, long tendrils of hair that could have been any color, wet as it was, covered slack features. Drenched and unconscious, Dusk seemed to have little ability to camouflage himself. Alex leaned an ear close and listened for breath. There was none. There was a rivulet of blood that crept along one temple. It began at the hair line, deep red paling as it spread, diluted with water.
“All right,” he murmured to himself, garnering courage and hefted Dusk over onto his stomach.
Without the burden of wet clothes he might have been surprisingly light. Alex went about trying to force water from lungs, hard pushes that pumped a good deal of river from between the assassin’s lips. Satisfied with his efforts he flipped him back over and checked for breath, found none and with a great sigh for his own efforts to revive an enemy, proceeded to force some of his own breath into uncooperative lungs. That received better results. With a sputtering cough, Dusk threw out an arm, attempting weakly to push Alex off of him. Alex caught the wrist and after a bit of searching through folds of wet cloak imprisoned the other. The bones were narrow and the hands long and fine. He flung a leg over Dusk’s waist and straddled him, not inclined to give away what advantage he had over a half-drowned assassin. The eyes that blinked up at him were gray specked with green, wide and bewildered. That was fine, he hoped the knock on the head had totally addled the assassin’s wits.
“I want some answers,” he ground out. “And I want them now. Understand?”
The eyes continued to stare. The ragged breath became a little stronger.
“What the hell is going on? Why did you bring us here?”
Some color had returned to Dusk’s face, some reflexive attempt to blend with the stone under him. His body was placid under Alex. No resistance, just labored breaths that were becoming steadier and quieter. And no answer. Alex shook him in frustration.
“God damn it, tell me!” He suddenly found himself off balance and flying into the jumble of rocks in front of him. He hit, cursed and awkwardly tried to regain his balance before the assassin could gain his. He need not have bothered. Dusk was doing nothing more than crouching in the spot where he had lain, eyeing Alex warily. His hair hung in tendrils over his face, falling almost to the ground in his kneeling position. He reminded Alex of a wild animal, of the damned gulun cub when it was roused. A cornered wild beast that was in no wise safe to trifle with. Alex rubbed his shoulder where he had hit the rock, glaring at Dusk.
“Fine,” he spat. “Don’t tell me. See if I save your life again.”
The assassin glanced back at the river, then once more returned his gaze to Alex. Slowly he lifted a hand to his head, brought it away stained with his blood.
There was the whisper of a tremor in the slim fingers. The lids lowered, black lashes trembling on pale cheeks. If he passed out, Alex thought, he’d truss him hand and foot then see how sharp his claws were. But the eyes opened after a moment, and the body relaxed. The assassin sat down, with his arms resting on his knees. He stared at Alex disconcertingly, almost uneasily. Finally he said, in that low silk on silk voice of his, “I am in your debt.”
Alex stared at him for a moment, then threw out one hand in exasperation.
“What the hell does that mean?”
“I owe you my life.” Carefully spoken, like a man walking across glass. “What you choose to take in return is your choice.”
“All right. I can deal with that. Answer my questions. “
The assassin shook his head. “Those questions are not mine to answer. I cannot betray my master in repayment to you.”
“Then I can’t think of a damn thing for you to do, since I’ve the feeling your master and me are at cross purposes.”
The assassin nodded, looked up and around at the cliff wall towering over them. He ran his hand though his mane of wet hair which might have been golden, or red or umber. He gathered the mass of it and pulled it over one shoulder, again reminding Alex of an animal that was totally unaware of just how striking it was. It merely was.
“I’ll tell you what you can do for me,” Alex said in a fit of petulance. “You can keep far away from Victoria.”
Dusk turned his eyes, gray now with centers of brown, upon him with mild curiosity. He shrugged. “As you wish.”
Ten razor sharp pins were impaling Victoria’s chest and shoulders, yet she hardly noticed the pain. The screams of combat, inhuman screams that pierced the air around her, held all of her attention. She huddled between the horses, clutching a hissing gulun cub, pressing her face against slick horse fur and slicker saddle leather.
The screaming was too much. She had never heard its like. Never heard screams of pain, or seen contest of such bloody mayhem in all her sheltered life. None of the filtered stories she had watched of the war had ever seemed so horrible or so real. Nothing Alex had ever told her of his experiences had the shocking brutality of a battle ax cleaving through flesh. She wanted to cry, to huddle amongst the mulling, terrified horses and wish it all away. She wanted Alex with his arms around her, shielding her from the world, like he always did. But he was lost to her in the melee. So were the spriggan and the goblins, dubious sources of support at best. All she could see from her vantage was the ogre clearing the area about him with a war ax every bit as tall as she was.
Limbs flew, blood coated the earth. Her virgin eyes wide and horrified at the carnage, yet she could not get away. Phoebe squirmed in her arms and fought for freedom. Victoria clamped her close like a shield.
Then there were hands on her from behind, rough and hurtful. She screamed and twisted, kicking out, hair all but blinding her. A horrible, gnarled face thrust itself into her vision. The hands shook her. The twisted mouth was calling her names, yelling at her to shut up. In utmost shock, she realized she was in the clutches of the spriggan. Her screams reduced to whimpers.
“Get up,” he snarled. He was bloody. His dagger had seen use. He urged her at the horse, hands on embarrassing places. One handed she pulled herself up, holding desperately to Phoebe. The spriggan hit the horse hard and it bolted. He was after her on the other, screeching at the top of his lungs. A goblin darted in her path. The horse trampled it, hardly pausing in its flight. The forest encompassed her. She bent low over her mount’s neck, not having the least bit of control over it. Things dropped out of the trees at her. Missing her miraculously, clawing at her as they passed. She closed her eyes. If only she could close her ears to the sounds and her body to the feel. Then she would be safe and content.
But blessedly the screams and the solid sounds of blades breaking flesh and bone receded, lost to the thunder of horse’s hooves in soft earth, the whimpering mewing of the cub, and her own ragged breath. She was as thoughtless as the animal she rode, panic overwhelming rational. She was so new to this game of violence and flight. Hunter and prey. Victim and victimizer. She was the archetypal underdog, the helpless female who neither understood the iron fist of man and violence or how to deal with it. She had always been the sheltered one.
Father, brother, Alex. There was no room in her for initiating her own defense. She let the horse have its head. There was no other choice.
Her mount slowed. She crept up, hesitantly, terrified of what might meet her eyes. There was only forest. Green and dappled and dimming with the retreat of sun. The path was dark ahead, shadows more intense than they had been on other nights in this place. The heaving animals walked for some time. Silence. Even the cub had quit its complaining and lay quietly against her. Absently she stroked its fur. The spriggan rode in front of her, head constantly turning to glare at one forest noise or another. After a long while she gathered the courage to break the silence.
“Alex? Where is he?”
“How should I know?” the little man snapped. “Dead. Goblin dinner. We’ll be the same if you don’t shut up.”
She shuddered, lowering her head to breath into gulun fur. There was the faint pounding of hooves from behind them. Heavy sound of labored horse breath. Bashru twisted in his saddle to watch down the path. The great tan form of the ogre’s mount came into view. The slumped mass that was the ogre itself astride. She looked behind him for more riders. None came. No goblins, no Alex.
“Might be gnomes on the northern side,” the ogre snarled. “Damned Ciagenii assassin! Hope his hide’s used as a gnome footmat.”
The ogre and the spriggan exchanged a long meaningful gaze.
“Master’s going ta be vexed, for sure,” Bashru predicted. “Skin our hides maybe.”
The ogre’s face creased into a network of valleys and crevices. The small, bovine eyes turned on Victoria. “Still have her.”
“Pah! A female. Worthless. It was the male he wanted. She’s just a tasty snack.”
Zakknr pondered this, as far as an ogre pondered anything, then shrugged. The leather of his harness creaked.
“All we have. Man went down with the assassin. If Dusk is any use at all, maybe he’ll bring him back.”
Victoria wanted very much to scream at them. To demand to know what they were talking about. To know who the ‘Master’ was and most importantly to know what had happened to Alex. The desire went no further than her mind. Her mouth refused to cooperate. All she could do was stare wordlessly.
“What about the insects?” the spriggan inquired.
“Gnome food,” Zakknr replied.
Bashru chuckled. “Serves ‘em right.”
She could not stand it. Could not deal with the horror. She blocked them out. Just ceased to hear their banter and stared at the forest, and melted with the rhythm of her mount. Cricket sounds and night birds and some things that her foreign mind could not identify. Those were her companions. The purrs of the cub sleeping in her lap. She stoked it gently. She watched the lights of fireflies blink off and on within the deepest shadow of the forest. Beautiful. There was a rainbow of colors in those brief and brilliant lights. A symphonic method to the madness, like a very quiet, but well thought out fireworks display. It was the most wonderful thing. It was a serenade of sorts for harassed nerves. It made her forget. The lights drifted closer, retaining their glow for longer, then winking out. She smiled to see it. At the size of the fireflies. One flared right beside her and she gasped, momentarily blinded. Then her eyes adjusted and she found herself staring bemusedly into the glow. The firefly waved at her. Only it was not a firefly. It was a miniature, sexless child, all smooth and limber and orange skinned. Its limbs were the thickness of toothpicks, its head the size of a pea. It was beautiful. It winked out suddenly and she almost cried in dismay, but another appeared over her head to the right, then another in front of her. They all smiled at her, waving gentle arms. She relaxed, returning the smile. She glanced back once to see if Bashru or Zakknr were as delighted with the sprites as she was, but their expressions were closed and brooding. Not even a flicker of attention to the hovering auroras.
There was a snap and rustle of something heavy moving through the forest.
The ogre growled and ordered the spriggan to see what it was. Bashru complained and grouched, but under threat of bodily harm veered his horse off the path to investigate. She rode on with the ogre. The lights were more intense. She blinked at how many and how bright they were. How could Zakknr not be awed by them? When she turned to ask, he was swatting at something that buzzed incessantly around his face. Not one of the tiny sprites. He was paying her very little heed. The lights were moving away from her, into the wood at the right side of the path. She frowned, sad at the departure. A dozen tiny arms beckoned her to follow if she wished. It seemed the natural thing to do. To urge her mount off the path, after the glowing lights. Zakknr did not notice at all, so consumed with swatting the flying pests that plagued him was he. And soon the enfolding arms of the forest cut him off from sight of her.
A path that was no game trail opened before her. It was as if trees had grown to one side and limbs and vines had allowed for her passage. The leaves and the branches were whispers on her skin. Caresses. Imperceptibly they closed behind her. She breathed in air laden with forest scents, pollen and dew. It was cool, a blessing that made her lids heavy. She drowsed.
The strains of music awakened her. It was faint, and almost familiar. Lilting and exotic and melding so smoothly with the sounds of the wood as to be part of it. She blinked in wonderment, found herself softly humming along. So sweet it was. So heavenly in its purity. The lights were coalesced before her, swarming behind the veil of foliage. The music came from there. Strings that could have been reeds, and voices that might belong to angles themselves. No words. Just a melodic humming that surpassed all lyrical calling. The horse stopped, uncertain, its ears twitching nervously. She climbed down, sat Phoebe on the ground to fend for herself and walked towards the curtain of leaves and ferns that hid the forest orchestra.
Her mind had no description for what she saw, but it embraced it all the same. Creatures cavorted in a clearing. Creatures of varying size, from the tiny sprites to slender limbed beings that stood her own height. They were lovely beyond description. Naked and almost androgynous in sex. Almost. They danced in a spinning, gyrating circle, singing, touching as they passed, laughing in high humor. Wild spirits, she thought, staring wide-eyed. Beautiful wild spirits, whose voices were like honey and whose movements like water over silken rocks. They were pale as night, as a whole, with hair that flowed and tossed about their shoulders and backs. Their eyes were huge and luminous, like moonlight. Their faces rapt and smooth. Some saw her in passing, smiling. They beckoned her with eyes. Some danced close to her, whipping past, trailing a nebulous hand across her arm, her cheek, her hip. She hardly flinched. The music sang within her. Joyful and eager to match the chorus that echoed around her.
She wanted to cry. It felt so right. Like her sometime dreams of visual poetry and haunting melodies. The sprites buzzed her gleefully. The dancers caressed her, urging her to join in their celebration. The music in her swelled and she stepped forward. Into the circle and the dance. Her soul cried with the unmatched joy of something long bound being set free.
The forest was not quite as tropical as those he remembered from his term in the Pacific, but it still brought back memories of trudging through a hostile jungle that housed an enemy that knew it considerably better than himself. He felt uneasy, even in the company of the dark assassin, who moved like shadow itself and only stayed visible to Alex to keep him from blundering blindly through a forest he had no sense of direction within. It was an unexpected consideration.
The climb up the cliff had been hard. Dusk found an easy route that was still steep enough to have Alex sweating and gasping by the time they reached topside. They were far enough from the bridge to be unobserved.
Alex was all for rushing back and finding Victoria. Dusk just shook his head, still unhooded and still a little pale and started for the edge of forest. Alex had no choice but to follow. They avoided gnomes. When they did not, he either dropped to the forest floor when Dusk so signaled and waited for the creatures to pass, or waited while Dusk disappeared to silently and efficiently dispose of the enemy. Dusk was appallingly concise. Dusk wasted nothing, be it words, movement or chance.
Once, Alex was a tad too slow in taking cover and a band of gnomes had roared outrage and attacked. The assassin had merely melted away from Alex and appeared in the midst of the gnomes.
Before they suspected he was among them, half their number had fallen, and when the others realized what had descended upon them, no blade or blow even came close to threatening the dark assassin. Alex watched in awe. He had time for all of five breaths before it was over and he was being beckoned to follow. He ran to catch up, skirting gnomish bodies. All neatly dead. No gaping wounds, no severed limbs. Hardly wounds at all that he could see. He took a few backwards steps, gaping.
Like he had never seen a body twisted in death before.
Like his dreams were not full of them. But not bodies like this. And not killed with such efficiency.
“How do you do that?” he could not help gasping. Dusk had his hood up, his features hidden within its depths.
“It’s what I am.”
Alex continued to stare at him, feeling a bit pale in the memory that he had thought to subdue this. This creature that thought it was death. “Sorry,” he muttered.
The hood swiveled and the eyes, fathomless and inky with night stared out at him. “Why?”
“It sounds...hard. If this is what you are. I got tired of killing real fast. It hurts too much.”
Very slowly the eyes blinked, then turned back to survey the wood. The night birds cried. The wind whispered in the leaves.
“You have a soul.” It was coldly said and final. Alex shivered. He did not know if it was a comment on his state of morality or a comparison of something he possessed that Dusk did not. He did not feel inclined to speak further.
Dusk disappeared on several occasions, while Alex waited impatiently, returning without word to motion him forward in another direction. They went like this for much of the night. Alex was beginning to feel the non-stop travel in his muscles and bones. It was becoming hard to lightly step over snaking roots in his path, to catch limbs that his companion pushed past before they smacked him in the face. He thought, deep down in the sensible part of his mind, that it would be wise to sit down for while, to close his eyes for just a bit and let his body rest. He would never ever ask it. Not from Dusk who did not seem to tire. Pride would keep him on his feet and worry for Victoria.
They did stop momentarily, by a small glade with a pool no bigger than manhole, to drink. Or for Alex to drink. Dusk stood and scanned the forest.
There was not exactly impatience in his stance, but there was some stiffening of the fluid lines of him that hinted at tenseness. On his knees by the pool, Alex looked into the blackness of the wood and saw nothing.
“Is there something out there?” he whispered.
“No,” the assassin said.
After a long while of travel the assassin very matter-of-factly stated that there were nighthorses ahead. A few steps more and Alex could hear the low guttural tones of an angry conversation. And then the night black bulks of two horses and the mismatched forms of their riders on the ground before them. It was Alex that made the noise that alerted them. Ax and knife were out and threatening before he had taken a step into the clearing. Coal black eyes blinked warily at him, then the ogre was lumbering across the small clearing towards him with something akin to murder in its beady orbs. Alex had a none too gentle hand laid on his arm and he was jerked closer to the ogre than olfactory senses found comfortable.
“Where you been?” Zakknr demanded, looking past him uncertainly. His gaze registered nothing, so Dusk was still playing at chameleon in the wood. Alex tried to disengage his arm. The ogre was having nothing of it. He dragged Alex towards the horses and the bowlegged figure of the spriggan. There were no other figures to be seen.
“Where’s Victoria?” He was shaken and starting to develop a nausea born of premonition. He repeated the question, shriller, desperate.
Zakknr and Bashru exchanged quick looks. Almost guilt. Most certainly relief. With a frantic twist, Alex was free of the ogre. He glared about the clearing wildly. No goblins. No girl. No damned assassin either, for that matter.
“What’s happened to her?” he yelled loud enough to momentarily quiet the night birds.
Zakknr waved a fist at him. “Gone.”
Simple. To the point. Devastating.
“Gone where?”
The spriggan shrugged. “Wandered off. Lost her. Not my fault.”
The ogre nodded assent. “Didn’t need female anyway.”
Alex gaped at him, past him to the spriggan. Neither looked particularly sympathetic. Where was the cursed assassin?
“Dusk, God damn it! Get out here!” He was in no mood for shadow games. If these two idiots had lost Victoria, he damn sure trusted the assassin’s ability to find her. Surprisingly obedient, Dusk stepped into the clearing. Alex stabbed a finger at him.
“Did you hear that? She’s lost. We’ve got to find her.”
“No time,” Zakknr declared. “Master’s expecting us.”
“The hell.” Alex whipped around. “I’m not going anywhere until she’s safe. Your master can just rot.”
The ogre’s face twisted into a snarl. The weaponless hand snapped out and struck a glancing blow. Alex’s world reeled. He did not quite fall. He staggered and fought for vision and balance and found no support save for his attacker. The same arm that had struck him wrapped about his waist and drew him in, half fainting. His feet left the ground as the ogre hefted him easily and turned to stride back to its nighthorse. Adrenaline born of panic brought his senses back in full force. He started to struggle. The first real and desperate struggle he had put up since he had been brought to this place. He kicked and hit and used every dirty trick he’d been taught in the navy and all to no avail. What held him was in no wise human and had no human weaknesses. All he achieved was a grunt and a tightening of the arm which threatened to cut off his breath.
The ogre hooked his ax to the saddle and mounted, swinging Alex in front of him. The spriggan was muttering something about stupid bakatus as he mounted his own horse. Neither one listened to Alex’s pleas. Desperately, with no other hope or option Alex twisted his head and yelled out to the unseen assassin.
“God damn it Dusk, I know you can hear me. You owe me your life! Find her for me and the debt’s even. Understand? Find her!”
The ogre snarled at him to shut up. Followed the command with a vicious tightening of its arm. There was silence in the forest, as if the whole of its inhabitants were shocked quiet. Nothing from the assassin. No sight, no sound. No promises to find Victoria and bring her back, safe and unharmed. But the silence was too complete, almost empty of presence around them. The ogre and the spriggan were nervous because of it. Perhaps that meant something too.
She had never been so free. Never had her spirits soared so high or so long. The joy burned her soul like blue white fire and sent its flames searing through her limbs. Her mind, mortal thing that it was, could not comprehend the never ending climax. It just accepted. And swayed with the rhythm and the glory of the dance, as did her body.
She knew them, her dancing partners. Lithe, graceful beings who welcomed her with unabashed glee and warmth. She was one of them, irrevocably joined in the chain of their motion. They seemed happier by her presence than they had before she came. She blossomed under that acceptance. They loved her. They wanted her. They cared not a whit about her shortcomings or her unfounded fears, or the regimen of morality and status that had been drilled into her since her conception. She was neither dominant or dominated here. Meek woman nor forceful man.
She simply was. She sang with them and they praised the sound of her voice and the clarity of her soul. She never wanted to leave. They told her she did not have to. She was comforted by that.
They had soft, silken hair. Sometimes curling, sometimes straight, sometimes sweeping up and standing on end on their elongated skulls. Their faces were long and elegant. Large eyes and tiny chins. Small, pursed mouths that hid pearl white teeth. Their limbs seemed devoid of cumbersome muscle, slender and supple, longer than a human eye found comfortable. But beautiful. The females had small budding breasts, hardly noticeable mounds on smooth, narrow chests. The males, and she found she had no inhibitions at staring, had organs that were tucked up between their legs in a sheath, very much like an animal.
The moonlight and the sunlight were all the same here. The glade was cool and shadowed and never changing. Eternity could pass here with the none the wiser for its departure. The only sense of change was that the sprites faded to nonexistence when the sun dappled the leaves and did not return until the moon once more smiled down. One hardly noticed.
She had shed her robe at some point and danced in the silk of her nightgown, her arms and shoulders bared to the cool air. Her skin refused to work up a sweat, which somewhere inside her she found curious. Her feet and legs did not tire. She tingled each time a slender hand brushed her breast, or child soft lips grazed her skin. They, who were as elegant as porcelain sculptures, found her beautiful. She shed tears at their kindness, that they found her worthy.
She whirled into a pair of soft arms, whirled away into the hands of another dancer, then another who put hands on her arms and swung her close and would not let her pass on further down the circle. She laughed at the variation and stared into the face, which was conspicuously higher than her own and sufficiently breathtaking for her to forgive the transgression. She laughed and pulled away, but her arm remained trapped and she found herself being led away from the circle. Her body strained to continue the dance. She was being taken from it. Her fellows seemed hardly to notice.
Panic overtook her. She tried to break the grip, but it was resolute. Not hurtful, merely unbreakable. She looked to her offender and saw a cloak the colors of a forest pallet, many layered and light as sea froth. The hand that gripped her arm was dusky, almost olive. A good match for the cloak.
She screamed. And began to struggle in earnest. The dancers faltered. Great luminous eyes stared at her. The music hit a distinctly sour chord. She cried for help, reaching out her free hand to them. The sweet faces turned vaguely feral. The eyes blazed indignantly at the interruption of their dance and she knew relief. They would take her back.
They moved with grace and speed towards her, clutching her, clutching at what held her. The first of them fell. Without sound, without reason that she could see. Cries came from those who followed. Wails of grief and anger. And of fear. The hand that held her arm shifted and went about her waist, swinging her around and off her feet. He began to move swiftly through the wood, no longer pursued. She cried and beat against him with her fists. The music was fading. It was fading from her memory and its loss was more than she thought she could bear. She cursed him who had done it, exhausted and grieving.
“I hate you. I hate you,” she cried. He made no comment, save to put her back on her feet and drag her along under her own power. The forest was too quiet. Too still. She wanted to dance.
There was a crash of brush and her captor started, swinging her around and behind him, releasing his grip on her arm. A small, tawny shape blundered towards them. A name came to mind, just out of reach. She crouched down to welcome the creature anyway. A rough tongue washed her cheek and prickly claws kneaded her knees and thighs.
Phoebe. Phoebe was the cub’s name, given to her by herself...who was she?
Victoria. Self realization dawned. She beamed with the knowledge. Then frowned with further knowledge of what stood behind her. She knew him. Dusk. Assassin. These things that were concrete before her, that she could touch and feel, she knew. They willfully pushed the music from her head and made her think of other things. Other things lost and loved. She squinted up at the assassin. There was patience on his face and endless calm. He reminded her of a haunting, beautiful melody. Elusive and heart wrenching. She thought nastily that she would like very much to shatter the calm and break the patience, for what he had done to her. She might never find the music again.
She sat down with the cub, feeling stout little ribs under the thick pelt. Coolly, stubbornly she said. “Phoebe’s half starved again. Fetch her something to eat.”
She dared not look up, continued to stroke the cub. The silence was too much. She turned and found him still there, staring at her. He made her nervous and self conscious. She was dirty and robeless, her night gown too revealing for modesty’s sake. An hour ago she would not have cared.
“Well?” she snapped, angry with herself and the loss of her uninhibited state. He acted so swiftly she almost missed it. Something fell out of a tree across from him. He moved like melting shadow. She had to concentrate to see him once he was in the deeper brush. He stooped and picked up a small, striped creature, laid it on the ground before her and backed away. She forced her mouth closed.
Phoebe devoured the creature, skin, bones and all and sat licking her lips afterwards in satisfaction. Dusk did not bother to ask for Victoria’s hand, merely reached down and latched onto it and pulled her to her feet.
She lifted her chin and glared at him, useless effort that it was, for he was paying no attention to her as he pulled her into motion. They walked and Phoebe trailed behind, quiet when she wanted to be, disastrously clumsy when she did not. The assassin occasionally tossed what might have been disgusted looks back at the cub when she was at her noisy best. Not that Phoebe cared. She had taken a liking to the source of her feeding. She wound about his legs, rubbing against them and though he showed not one trace of emotion, Victoria just knew he found the attention disconcerting. Even though she was a bit jealous at the shared affection, Victoria felt a great deal of satisfaction over Dusk’s discomfort. It was hard to be particularly graceful when a hefty gulun cub wove constantly before one’s feet. He did admirably well, she conceded, in not resorting to violence that she knew very well he was capable of.
A light flared in the shadow that Dusk did not see. Victoria knew it. A sprite. It flared again and was gone. Victoria felt disappointment. So far away was her dancing and music.
One moment they walked in shadowy silence and next the air exploded with light and white noise. A thousand tiny forms buzzed between her and Dusk, a wall between them. She could hardly see, so sudden was the transition from dark to light. They pulled at her and urged her to flee with them. She did so, casting one frantic look back at her captor, who was cocooned in a thousand points of light and fighting it madly and she thought, blindly.
She fled. Into darkness, which was just as abrupt as the light had been. She stumbled and arms considerably larger than those of a sprite caught at her, helping her keep her feet. A murmur of music touched her mind. It awoke the music in her, and she could begin to see the soul brightness of the fairy folk who guided her. Each brightness varied, in tone, in color, in size.
They were souls, she thought, that she was seeing. Each of their inner sparks. Their selves. They were minutely different from the inner lights she had known when they danced, more direct, more forceful in their efforts to free one of their own. They considered her that. She realized it suddenly, as she looked upon the soul sparks. One of their dancers, a singer of some quality. They wanted her back. She wondered if they saw in her, the same spark of light she saw in them.
In lighter wood, her eyes adjusted and she could see the physical forms again. The soul spark was not so noticeable now. A mere awareness in a corner of her mind. Her eyes were so busy taking in the solid form that the surreal faded away. Without the narcotic of the dance the fairy folk were a tad less esoteric. Just as graceful, even in flight. But their features were blunter and more alien.
A figure darted into the path before them, long limbed and graceful and not at all fairy-like. The fairies hardly stopped, swerving to move around it. Victoria could not quite. The figure stepped before her brazenly, a hand out to halt her. Victoria did, wary and out of breath. And found herself looking into a most beautiful set of silver eyes. A heart shaped face framed them, and hair like spun silver swung free, to end at a shapely narrow waist. It was a girl. Most certainly a girl. Exotic and tall, and immodestly clad in white leathers. She studied Victoria with insolent, daring eyes. Victoria studied her back.
The girl had the most amazing ears. They were tall and pointed and broke through the silken curtain of her hair. Neither one spoke. The fairies milled about in desperation. The notes that played in their thoughts were fraught with panic. One word came out clearly, broadcast from the lot of them.
“Ciagenii. Ciagenii.”
The silver-haired girl’s arched brows lifted. She looked about the forest, then back to the mulling fairies.
“Ciagenii?” Her voice was like water falling over rocks.
“He’s after me.”
The silver eyes turned on her. The girl smiled an almost feral smile.
“You’ve got a Ciagenii after you and you’re alive?”
“So it seems.”
“Who are you?”
“Victoria. Who are you?”
The girl smiled again at the lack of hesitation and the question.
“Come on. If there’s a Ciagenii at prowl, we’d best not dally.” She waved a hand in dismissal. “Go on. All of you. Silly creatures. Do you want the dark one to get you? Go.”
The fairies shattered like glass, spilling into the forest in a hundred directions. Victoria had not realized how many there had been. She looked to the girl uncertainly. The girl inclined her head and loped into the wood. Victoria followed as best she could.
The girl’s name was Aloe. She made it clear, on Victoria’s very first protest upon splitting from the fairies, that she was much better company than “those silly twits.”
“What, do you want to while away the rest of your life dancing in their circle?”
Victoria thought it not a terrible prospect, but refrained from voicing it. Aloe was very set in her opinions. Aloe was very good in the wood. Aloe was very circumspect in questioning a stranger that had stumbled into her wood. She mostly traveled in silence. Mostly, save for the playful cub which had unerringly found her way back to Victoria when even the dark assassin had not. To her vast surprise, Victoria found she was not unadept at following on paths that she would never had attempted on her own. They moved along the paths that animals would take, rather than those of men. Once Aloe practically kicked her feet from under her and crouched with one hand over her mouth and the other on the cub, while she waited for something to pass by that Victoria could not see. After a long time, they moved on. The silver haired girl walking with her hands clasped behind her, great eyes very thoughtful. “You’re not a Bakatu.”
“No,” Victoria agreed.
“You’re much too pretty. Almost normal,” Aloe declared, as if she had been certain all the time. “What are you then?”
Victoria shrugged, rubbing the chill of her arms.
“Just a girl. I’m not from here.”
“Where then?”
“Home. Far away I think. Earth.”
Aloe looked at her blankly. “So what are you?”
“Human.”
The girl blinked and stopped. Her brows drew low over her eyes.
“Well, that is a far place then. I can’t say I’ve ever seen a human.”
“What are you?” Victoria only thought it fair to return the question.
Aloe smiled, as if the answer were only too obvious. “Sidhe.”
Victoria tested the word on her tongue. She looked critically at Aloe. Sidhe. Fairies dancing in a circle. It smacked of wives’ tales and legends. Of things too familiar in myths out of her own world. It made her uncomfortable, those familiarities. They walked in silence for a while, listening to the sound of the forest. The music was faint and far away.
“The fairies were kind. I’d like to go back to them,” she said carefully.
“No, you wouldn’t,” Aloe contradicted her. “They’re basically harmless, but they feed on the weak and the unwary. You’re both of those. I think.”
Victoria found herself bristling. Aloe plunged on heedlessly.
“They’ll suck the life right out of you. The music, if you want to call it that. They’re all right, I suppose, for a moment’s dalliance, but you have to be careful. Their dances don’t end. They liked you a bit too much. Your music must be potent.”
Victoria did not comment. She watched a emerald green toad leisurely hop behind a concealing fern. Phoebe pounced on the hiding place with a kittenish growl. Came up with nothing but a mouthful of fern and a disgruntled expression. Victoria smiled.
“I’ve never seen a gulun take to anyone before,” Aloe declared. “It makes me wonder what kind of magic you have.”
“I don’t have any magic.”
The sidhe shrugged. “How did you get here from the human place then? It takes great magic to do that nowadays.”
“I was taken. I and my...fiancée. By an ogre and goblins and a spriggan.” She giggled at the way that sounded. Taken by an ogre. “Oh, and the assassin.”
“Ciagenii,” Aloe corrected her. “It’s not just any old assassin we’re talking about. The fairies for all their foolishness would know the difference. There aren’t many Ciagenii. Not many at all. Only a very great lord would have one. What great lord wanted you?”
Helplessly Victoria shrugged. “I don’t know. They were not very talkative.”
“No, they wouldn’t be.” She clutched her hands behind her back again, which seemed a tendency when she was deep in thought. Her skin was ochre in the light filtering down through the leaves. Victoria was vaguely jealous of the smooth perfection of it.
“I think,” Aloe finally said, “that I should take you to someone who knows more of your world than I.”
“They still have him,” she whispered.
“Who?”
“Alex. How will I find him?”
“If it matters, you will. The Four know. The Four are lenient to lovers.”
Victoria blinked at her. Aloe smiled. “The world spirits. Mother Earth, Father Sky. Their children, Water and Flame. They look after as all.”
“Oh.”
“Who looks after you?” Aloe looked genuinely interested.
“God.” A whisper. A prayer.
“Just God? No name?”
“Just God,” Victoria agreed.
“I don’t think he has influence here,” Aloe stated dubiously.
Victoria hoped desperately that he did.
They slept in the bowl of a great tree, high among the branches in a bed layered with moss and dried leaves. Victoria curled with the cub, secure and lonely, while the sidhe took a higher perch. Victoria missed the warmth of Alex’s arms. She missed him lying to her and telling her that things would be all right. He was so rooted in his desire to shield her from the world. It was endearing and comforting and sometimes, just a little stifling. He tried so hard to protect her and be her rock of Gibraltar. He would die if he knew she stayed awake some nights listening to him whimper in his sleep. Reliving horrors of a war that so many young men had felt it their duty to participate in.
Foolish. Women knew. Women knew the hopelessness of war. Women knew the scars their men tried to hide. And said nothing, because men were men and stubborn, and women were women and pliable. That was the difference, she thought, between the sexes. Women bent and changed under stress. They had to. Men stood rigid and either conquered it or broke from trying.
She had a strange dream. One that should have warmed her, but instead left her uncertain and cold. She dreamed she was standing in a high place. A wonderful place that towered with the trees. She was crying. Out of love, out of relief. Alex stood before her, looking as if he were on the verge of doing the same. He embraced her. He loved her, he said. More than anything. He gave her a gift. A small bit of nothing that she could not exactly put a form to. He closed her fingers over it, holding her hand closed with his own. She felt joy, elation, for she wanted this gift more than she had ever wanted of anything and Alex had given it to her. He looked sad. He turned away from her and she cried out, clutching him, her cheek to his back. And he faded from her. She was alone. She opened her hand and looked....
....and woke up with Phoebe licking her face. Phoebe smelled of blood and fresh meat and looked suspiciously content. Victoria sat up and stretched. Her joints cracked. Her hair was matted with moss and leaves. Her belly complained for lack of food. Aloe was gone.
She frowned and debated whether to stay in the tree or dare the ground. Her legs were so stiff and cramped, she decided on the ground. She climbed down and made a circuit of the tree, stepping over gnarled, upthrust roots. She picked debris from her hair as she did, watching with amusement as Phoebe made her way clumsily down to earth. Aloe appeared not long after, bearing an armful of fruit. She handed a few to Victoria. They were sweet, and juicy and entirely wonderful. She devoured them. Aloe laughed at her hunger.
“You’re a very strange human woman,” the sidhe commented.
Wiping her mouth on the back of her arm, Victoria arched a brow. “Why is that?”
“You just are.” And that was that.
The day passed. The forest thinned, and by evening it was less a jungle they walked through than a fine grove of spaced pines and grass covered ground. A fern occasionally popped its head up, but all in all the undergrowth was sparse. It made travel considerably easier. The sprites danced around them as evening fell. Aloe ignored them. Victoria grinned at their antics.
They slept in a bed of ferns under a towering pine. There was just a hint of stars in the sky. It was very nice to know the sky was still up there. After so many days under a ceiling of leaves. Aloe sat with her back against the tree and teased the two sprites that had appeared to pester them. Victoria watched her in amazement. A point of light appeared at her finger tip. She sent it roving out to chase first one sprite then the other. The soft greenish glow of it made her face seem even less human. The impish smile did not help. Victoria stared at the sidhe-constructed point of light. It was every bit as deft as the sprites. Aloe controlled it with twitches of the finger it had been born of. Victoria watched the finger, then the sidhe in wonderment for the capacity of magic. Faintly she saw a glowing nimbus that surrounded the girl. A spark of inner light so much more complex and wonderful than those of the fairies to be almost a different thing entirely. But it was not. It was the same. Just so much more. Victoria wondered if it were Aloe herself or sidhe in general who shined so much more brightly.
Aloe turned and caught her staring. Her brows drew a bit, then narrowed and the glow of inner light was cut off as if a door had slammed shut. The sidhe glared at Victoria accusingly.
“How dare you intrude?”
Victoria gaped, wondering what blunder she had made.
“Intrude? How?”
Aloe pouted, as if she thought Victoria were feigning ignorance. She said with stiff correctness, “It’s not polite to stare at another’s soul.”
“I wasn’t staring...well I was, but I didn’t know.... I couldn’t help. I’m so sorry I intruded.”
Aloe sniffed, mollified by the apology. “Well, since you didn’t know, I forgive you. Only blood kin and lovers and the closest of friends have the right to look on another’s soul. It is very private.”
“The fairies...they were so open. I could see right through them. They didn’t seem to mind.”
“They’re tramps, the lot of them,” Aloe informed her. “And mindless. None of them could put up a shield if they tried.”
“They were really fairly shallow compared to your – uh – soul.”
“I should think so.” Aloe eyed her warily for a moment, then sank back down against the tree. “I wonder what a human soul looks like?”
“Can’t you see?”
“As I said, it is impolite to pry.”
“I never saw souls before,” Victoria murmured drowsily. “This place is fantastical.”
“Who says it is the place?”
The forest ended all together the next day. One moment, they were walking in the shade of tall, graceful trees and the next, the vast expanse of a rolling, grass covered land stared back at them. As far as the eye could see the hills roamed. Gentle, perfect mounds that were like nothing so much as a desert of green covered dunes. The forest was like an unbroken line at the boarder. Amazingly straight and clear cut. Victoria stared in awe. Her abused bare feet took delight in the soft grass. Phoebe curled about her ankles, emitting an air of uncertainty. A gulun knew very well where it belonged and it was not in the unbroken land of a plain. Victoria crouched down to scratch behind her ears. Aloe hardly hesitated at all.
“Hollow Hills,” she said matter-of-factly.
Victoria blinked up at her owlishly. Another name out of myth. “And I suppose that elves live under those hills, celebrating endlessly.”
“Elves? I should hope not. Any decent folk would move away were that the case. Who wants an elf for a neighbor? There are sidhe here. Lesser sidhe of course. High sidhe don’t live under the earth.”
Victoria gave her a quizzical look. Aloe was beginning to sound distinctly prejudiced.
“You are, I take it, high sidhe.”
Aloe sniffed. “Of course.”
“Are there any in this land that are quite your equal?”
Aloe returned her gaze for a long moment. Very slowly she smiled.
“Not many.”
“I thought not.” Victoria hid a grin of her own and strode out onto the plain. Aloe followed. After a long, uncertain moment, so did the gulun. Its plaintive mewing let them know just how unhappy it was to be leaving the sheltering arms of the forest.
The hills took more energy than the forest. To avoid walking up one, you had to travel twice as far to go around. And the ground was not quite so smooth and pleasant as it looked from a distance. There were shallow stream beds that snaked through the region, some dry and littered with sharp rocks, others deep enough to wade through up to the waist. There were deep valleys with steep sided walls, where shadow lurked forebodingly and Aloe cautioned against venturing into. There was a never-ending chorus of insects. Phoebe ate her fill of hopping cricket-like things.
The moon came out and with it a spattering of stars. This sky at least was not so very different from her own. Aloe pointed to a distant hill.
“We can rest there.”
Victoria nodded, thinking of grass under her cheek and cool air on her skin. It was a nice prospect. But it was too simple. Nothing here was so mundane. Aloe walked to the foot of the hill and stopped. She placed hands on her hips and leaned back.
“Ware, cousins, are you home?” she cried out to the night. Victoria looked to her, startled. Somewhere out of the air a thin voice called.
“Who wants to know?”
“Aloe Eberillan et Liosalfar.”
There was a longer pause, then a man-high square of the hill caved in upon itself and warm light poured out into the night. Aloe grinned and strode forward. After a moment’s hesitation, Victoria followed. And found herself in air that was warm and sweet, filled with voices and laughter. A dozen or two faces gazed at them raptly. That many again were too busy engaged in eating or drinking to notice. The little man that stood at the door waved them in impatiently and pushed the panel of earth back into place. Victoria looked up and about. One would never guess one was under a hill. The ceiling was tall and though domed, not of raw earth. The floor was wide and flat and covered with long tables. There was a large space in the middle for dancing. No one used it at the moment. Around the far wall, there seemed to be stairs leading down. Where the light was coming from, she had no guess. There were no candles or torches.
The man at the door stood about even with Victoria’s eyes. He was not as old appearing as she had first thought. He was just small and fine-boned, with hair that was steel colored rather than gray. Most of the people here stood of similar height, though complexion and coloring varied. They were all striking. Some beautiful. All talkative and lively.
The doorkeeper kept a keen eye on Aloe, a keener eye on the cub at Victoria’s feet.
“Keeping strange company, Liosalfar,” he commented.
Aloe shrugged. “I’ve kept stranger. I quest for shelter this night. Will you grant it?”
“Ask it of the Father.”
Aloe inclined her head, signaled Victoria with a flick of her eyes and moved through the press of lesser sidhe. Victoria followed, sliding past bodies and faces that gawked at her. Perhaps they stared at Phoebe, who laid back her ears very fiercely and looked absolutely forbidding. They stopped at the head of the largest table and Aloe bowed from the waist to the man that sat there. His skin was smooth, and his limbs straight, yet there was an air of antiquity about him. His eyes were like long forgotten tombs. She could not help it. She saw the pale glow of his soul light. It shone so intensely about him. It was calmer than Aloe’s, and tamer. But richer in the way wine was richer with age. Victoria thought Aloe must be very young to this man who watched them with such patient, still eyes. She lowered her own eyes, to not look at his so apparent soul, knowing it was impolite.
“Father, I beg for leave to share shelter this night,” Aloe declared with the tones of a ritual speech.
“I grant you leave, Aloe blood kin of Ashara. But what of this one with you?”
“She is my companion, Father. I ask leave for her also.”
“Let her ask for herself.”
Victoria peeked up from her lashes. He was very fine to look at, glowing soul light at all. She tried to block out the glimmer of soul.
“Father, “ she whispered. “I beg leave to share shelter this night.” And as an afterthought. “For my kitten, too.”
He looked at her a long time. The pale, thin lips turned up in a slight smile. “You have my leave.”
Aloe grinned.
“It has been a long while, youngling,” the Father said, taking a sip from a silver chalice.
“I’ve been here and there.”
“So busy,” he mocked. He motioned and the chairs to either side of him cleared. Aloe relaxed into one and Victoria, after a moments uncertainty took the other. Someone placed a chalice before her and plate heaped high with an assortment of fruits. She found she was rather hungry.
“I don’t suppose,” she looked up shyly at the lesser sidhe, juice trailing down her chin, “that having partaken of your food and drink I’m trapped here for the rest of my life.”
He laughed, seeming genuinely amused. “Vicious rumor. And a very telling one of you. It has been a long time since I’ve seen a human and longer still since I’ve sat foot in your realm.”
“You’ve been to earth?”
“When I was younger and earth as you call it was wilder and more receptive to my kind. Several families of Dockalfar were responsible for the little practice you mentioned. It was an excellent way to acquire slaves.”
Victoria stared at him, owl eyed. “They were true? The myths were true.”
The last was stated more as fact than question. She gazed about the room in an enlightened daze. How many cultures’ superstitions and legends were based on fact that had leaked across the borders of this realm? How many superstitions were not superstitions at all, but plain warnings of things that human folk could hardly understand?
“Not all.” The Father sipped at his drink. It was wine and strong at that.
“But here and there. Who knows? Your folk have always been easy to frighten.”
“And quick to take up the sword,” Aloe added from his other side. “I’ve heard Neira’sha’s tales of the Other Realm. Not a place I’d like to visit, let me tell you.
“Not now,” the Father stated, frowning. After a moment it vanished from his face and he was looking at Victoria again. “What brings you here, full-blooded human that you are?”
“Some high sidhe’s whim,” Aloe supplied. “Some bored high lord who wanted new toys, no doubt.”
The Father did not take his gaze from Victoria, slowly, his frown returned. “A powerful high lord, to open the portal. For such small gain.”
He reached out one narrow, fine boned hand and almost touched fingertips to Victoria’s cheek. “Beautiful, I think,” he murmured. Victoria found herself blushing, that this breathtaking creature, surrounded by breathtaking creatures should find her appealing.
He smiled, almost as if he sensed her thoughts. “One learns to find the beauty in every race. For a human, I think you must be exceptional. Even for a sidhe,” he added “there is little to fault.”
“Thank you,” she whispered. He touched her face. Just a brief caress of his fingers. They both shivered. He pulled back, eyes hooded all of a sudden.
“How long have you been in Elkhavah?”
“I don’t know. A week, maybe less.”
“She was dancing in a fairy circle,” Aloe said. “Who knows how long she was there.”
“Ah. You have some power, I think,” he said slowly. “Did you know that?”
“Power?” she repeated blankly. “Me?”
“Very odd.” He spoke quietly and would say no more, even when Aloe pressed him.
“He’s old,” Aloe confided to Victoria later, when the lesser sidhe were flocking to the dance floor and frolicking atop it with wild abandon. “The old ones get strange notions.”
Victoria watched the dance. It was not the dance of the forest fairies. It was controlled and contrived almost in comparison. The music was lovely and the dancers inhumanly graceful. But she was not drawn into it like water to a sponge. It did not sap at her soul. Aloe watched beside her for a moment, humming along, then could stand it no longer and bounded up to claim a partner who had been making eyes at her from the floor. Her laughter echoed back.
Sidhe occasionally brushed past her, some even inviting her to join them. She declined, content to sit on the sidelines and watch. Something fluttered across her then that was not exactly touch. It was an irritation behind her eyes, under her skin. It was deliberate and foreign. She flinched, looking about. No one was near. No eyes were on her. Like a horse twitching its skin to rid itself of a fly, she reflexively coiled her will and knocked the irritation away. It went, but she could almost sense it hovering over her. Watching her with nothing so mundane as eyes. She looked for Aloe, afraid and lost. The sidhe girl was wrapped up in her dance, arms around the neck of her handsome partner. The Father was talking with another sidhe male.
It tried her again, this time harder, and she thought that it was more than one. That was it. That was why it twitched in so many places. It was curiosity that plagued her. The curiosity of magical beings. They wanted to invade her to see what she was. She squeezed her eyes shut tight, balled her fists against the irritation. Willing them out, out, out!
They swam around her commands like fish around a heavy anchor. She was so clumsy and weak, and they were bright shining fireflies. Why didn’t Aloe or the Father stop them? They were raping her. Her mind. Her soul.
She could not remember later when it happened. But something ruptured at the indignity. Something inside her broke and surged free. It filled her and fed her sense of impropriety and with deft, powerful hands she wrenched the probing fingers of magic out of her mind. She cared little for what happened to them after that. But several of the dancers staggered and leaned against their partners in shock. What was in her, what boiled inside of her soul wanted very much to pursue the perpetrators. She would have gladly done so, but knew not how to go about it. All she could do was sit and stare blindly at the dance floor, while her mind, her very being, suddenly soared on wings it had never known before.
It was different than the magic of the sidhe, she thought, rank amateur that she was. It was familiar in a way. Like an old pair of shoes or a well worn nightgown. It did not astound her as it should have. And it welcomed her with a joy that was boundless. Or did she welcome it? She felt very much like a foundling who after long last had found her way home. She felt, for the first time in her life, rather adept and powerful. Secure. How nice to feel that way.
A hand touched her shoulder. A physical hand. Something stroked her scattered wits. Something that did not venture deeper and reeked of calm and concern. She looked up at the Father.
“It’s all right child.” He smiled down at her. “You’ll drive us all out of our home, if you keep up. No one will harass you further.”
She blinked at him, bewildered. He was nothing but kindness and care. She subsided. She thought that she was suddenly very tired. Drained of physical energy. Sleep would be quite nice. Some place warm and soft.
She closed her eyes and let it come.
Alex slept through a good part of the journey. It was a forced condition. His attempts at escape were numerous and ill fated. The ogre was slow, but the spriggan was most definitely not. And though the spriggan could not quite overpower him, he was very good at slowing him down long enough for the ogre to catch up. The ogre was most alarmingly adept at obliterating thoughts of escape. Or thoughts of anything else. With no Victoria to use as threat, Zakknr was left solely to rely on physical punishment. He doled it out rather well. It was easier for all concerned, the ogre had apparently concluded, if Alex traveled unawares.
Reluctantly, in his moments of painful consciousness, Alex had to agree. It was hellish torment waiting for the Dark Assassin to appear out of the woods with Victoria in tow. Torment to ponder what might have happened to her. Alone. Alone in a hostile wilderness and him helpless to help her. Helpless to save himself, when it came right down to it. All he had to hope for was the efficiency of, God help him, an assassin of dubious morality, who had seemed earnest enough on owing him a debt. But so many days had passed with no sign. Maybe more days that he knew, with his bouts of forced unconsciousness.
It was stupid, of course, his struggle, but he could not stop himself. The frantic worry over Victoria gnawed at him. It made him wild. Even when the sensible part of him insisted that on the chance that he were free there was nothing he could do in the vastness of this alien forest. No way of tracking a girl days missing. Hopeless.
He was awake again, head still fuzzy and aching from the last time the ogre’s fist had connected with it. He lay passively against the rancid, broad chest of his captor, contemplating falling back into oblivion. The vista was nothing different than it had been on previous days. Lush greenery, age old trees. Dusk was beginning to fall. Soon, the ogre would call a halt and they would set up camp. Alex stretched his fingers. They had little feeling in them, having been bound in front of him for days now. A length of leather tethered his imprisoned wrists to the saddle. Captivity drained at the soul. Helplessness amplified his nightmares. The ogre or the spriggan had shaken him awake on several occasions, when his nightmare cries became too much for them. He could not remember what he dreamed. He assumed it was the same old lurking horror that preyed on his sleep since he had returned from war. He had always been able to remember before, though.
The spriggan came up to ride beside the ogre and they conferred. Alex paid little heed to what they said, his mind drifting elsewhere, dreaming of red hair and creamy skin. No wonder God ignored his pleas when his deity was a woman. It soon became apparent, when full dark obscured the path, that tonight was to be different from the others. They were not stopping to make camp. In fact, they picked up the pace with more earnestness than they had before evidenced. Alex took more stock in the quality of their surroundings. They had been traveling in low mountainous country for days now. The forest thinned not at all due to the massive slopes. But suddenly it was a bit thinner, almost newer in the shape of tree and undergrowth. It felt younger than the other. But the earth itself, that still felt ancient and what rose from it, in sporadic, ruined fingers that had nothing to do with nature told of ages long past. Ruins. Columns and patchwork scraps of walls and stairs that were long overgrown with jungle, glowed dully in the moon light. A broken statue lay on its side, covered with moss, a depression in the forest floor hinted at a cellar. An arch that was all that was left of a building stood proud and crumbling among creeping ivy. It was surreal, and beautiful, and ever falling under the power of the forest.
It spoke of civilization past, when he’d had little indication of civilization at all in this land. He wondered if this pitiful remnant was as close as he might get. Then, above the treetops, the dark shape of a mountain taller than most in this gentle range hinted at an answer to his mental pondering. With the moon behind it and half obscured by clouds as it was, the mountain was little more than a dark shape. He might have looked away, but for some niggling intuition that drew his attention back to it. Its shape was odd, its crags too regular and too pointed, its precipices too slender and jutting too high, and so many of them. Light flickered in the darkness as they moved. Flickered and danced as if from flame, and caught reflections of smooth stone, or polished metal. It towered over the forest-covered ruins like some monolithic guardian. Dark and sinister and not quite definable. Alex’s eyes kept seeing shapes that his mind could not attribute to nature, and yet it grew out of the mountain like so many upthrust hands of stone. And the darkness and the rolling terrain would not allow him a clear look at it.
Falling water could be heard above the whisper of wind through leaves. They were on a path that was wider than any game trail, running diagonal to the slope of the hillside. The nighthorses pricked their long ears eagerly, snickering among themselves. They pulled at their bits, wanting a faster pace. They came around a cluster of rocks and trees and the moon was no longer behind the great shape. They had circled it and come up from the opposite side. It was no feat of nature that perched upon the forest shrouded mountain. And just as certainly no feat that man could have imagined. It was a great towering symphony of stone. Turrets and bridges, towers and spires that rose and angled out from a solid fabrication of rock and cut stone that grew directly up from the ground beneath it. The water sound came from a mind-boggling waterfall that originated from the base of the fortress proper and fell some two hundred feet to a destination hidden by trees and forest. The moonlight made the water crystal blue against the darker stone of the keep.
Alex was quite literally speechless. He leaned forward on the saddle and stared and could think of no adequate words to form, even had he been in company inclined to discuss it with him. They trotted up a smooth path cut through uneven land. The path zigzagged, making the ascent easier on the horses, giving one alternating views of the keep. The lights came from portals high up its façade, the only sound that threatened the solitude of the night was the crash of water.
The forest path turned into a road paved with stone, muffled hoof beats suddenly turned to clatter. The nighthorses tossed their heads in excitement, no doubt relieved to be returning home. Gates loomed in the dusk before them. Thirty feet tall, and carved from dully gleaming reddish metal. Small hunched figures scurried across the broad road, whites of their eyes flashing as they stared up at the riders. In the darkness, they reminded Alex of the goblins save for some greater length of limb and grace in movement. They snarled and clutched at the horse’s reins. The ogre bellowed and they shrank.
“Cursed bendithy,” he yelled. “Open the gates, stupid creatures!”
“Zakknr, Zakknr,” they muttered amongst themselves, scurrying away from his wrath. They ran to the gates, and climbed, agile as monkeys, up the rock foundation siding them. Into dark pits they disappeared, while the night horses shied nervously in waiting. The gates creaked and swung inward. Orange light spilled out upon them. Zakknr urged his mount forward, Bashru followed, muttering to himself.
Two ogres not quite Zakknr’s size stood at either gate, eyeing the newcomers sullenly. A dozen of the bendithy scurried about, whispering among themselves. Gnomes lurked in the shadows of the gate. The outer courtyard they found themselves in was vast. Columns thicker than red woods made an open hall from the outer gates to the inner and more ornate ones that led to the keep proper. The outer courtyard seemed to run the circuit of the fortress, its walls curving around the taller ones of the inner structure. The ground was covered in smooth black stone. The distance from the inner gate to outer was some three hundred yards. The ogre urged his mount into a bone jarring trot across the distance. The sound of hooves was overpowering.
Zakknr swung down from the saddle when he had reached the inner gate. He cut the thong binding Alex to the saddle and pulled him down. Alex had no time to protest the rude treatment, for Zakknr grabbed his bound hands and pulled him behind him towards the portal. It opened for him without benefit of command or knock.
The light in this hall was nothing so mundane as flame. It glowed from the very walls, casting a soft luminescent aura to the air itself. It was an entrance hall of some splendor, long and colonnaded, with a ceiling so tall that it hazed at its apex. Balconies were strung like beads midway up and higher still there were walkways like spider webs. There were figures up there, hard to distinguish in the distance. Alex was too impressed with the sheer size of the hall to pay them much heed. All he could do was stare like a child at his first carnival as Zakknr strode towards the far end of the hall, pulling him in his wake. The spriggan was no longer with them.
There were portals all along the length of the hall, some open, others closed and sealed. Small furtive figures scooted behind the columns, keeping pace with them. The bendithy. There seemed an inordinate amount of the things. Was this a place of bendithy then? It seemed too graceful an undertaking for so secretive a creature. Of course he would attribute it no less to the ogre’s clumsy hands. He could imagine Zakknr’s breed living in nothing more than crude stone caves and being satisfied with the lot.
A portal at the end of the hall melted away and figure strode out, trailed by other figures. Alex stared, caught off guard, stunned at something so bright and beautiful in a land filled with ogres and spriggan and gnomes. The man, and it was male, although man might have been too human a term, was almost as tall as the ogre. He stood half a hand taller than Alex. He was breathtakingly, astonishingly beautiful. Hair like spun sunlight fell over his shoulders in thick, silken curls. Skin like ivory stretched taught over bones finer than any icon of human perfection might hope to achieve. Lips were full and well formed, nose narrow and straight and eyes...the eyes were just a tad large, thickly lashed and tilting at the corners. They were as deep as ever the sky was. They sparkled with inner life, with wisdom, with amusement. The brows swept upwards to the temples, which led one’s gaze to the tips of the ears that protruded from the waves of hair. Tall and pointed. Graceful they were, and the final evidence that this was not a human thing.
The man...the being, walked right up and stood before Alex, staring down at him with a quizzical expression on his beautiful face. Alex stared back, owl-eyed, hardly noticing the people behind the one who inspected him. Zakknr had gone down on one knee, his fingers still wrapped around Alex’s hands. With a jerk he pulled Alex down beside him. His knee caps protested the rough treatment with a sharp jolt of pain. He clenched his teeth, refusing to look away from what was very obviously the Master Zakknr had been talking about the whole of the journey. The Master that had sent his minions to kidnap Alex and Victoria from their perfectly sane world.
“Master,” Zakknr’s head was bowed. “The human.”
“So I see.” The voice was smooth and cultured. The kind of voice that seduced by the mere quality of its tone. “Rather bruised and battered,” he commented, leisurely walking a circle about them, stopping in front of Alex again. The Master reached out and grazed his cheek with one white knuckle. Alex flinched away. There was a slight drawing of fine brows. The sky blue eyes turned to Zakknr.
“I’m disappointed. I expected better care taken.”
“His own fault, trying to escape. Lost the goblins to gnomes in the Alkeri’na. Had to keep him on a tight leash.”
“Really? And where is my Ciagenii?”
The ogre’s eyes flickered. “Don’t know, Master.”
“He’s after the woman they kidnapped with me,” Alex ground out, feeling very dirty and graceless next to the golden master. And very angry to be talked about as if he were a disobedient dog.
“Woman?”
“She was with him,” Zakknr blurted out, his rumbling voice verging on whiny. “Thought she be a good way of keeping him in line. Lost her.”
One white hand went to the narrow, square chin. A finger tapped the full lips. “I’m displeased, Zakknr,” he finally stated and the ogre cringed. “Leave me!”
Even as the ogre was scrambling away, the master flicked one hand and the bonds about Alex’s wrists fell away in shards, as if they had aged a thousand years. He stared at his hands in shock, started even more as the master put hands on his filthy self and helped him to his feet.
“You’re trembling,” the master observed. He was, helplessly, as numb hands dangled at his sides and the Master and the group of those that followed him moved about Alex. “I assure you, there is nothing to be afraid of. We are not savages here.”
Alex swallowed and stared at the array of perfect faces. “I’m not afraid.” His voice came out cracked and strained. And it lied. “I just want to know why I’m here. What do you want?”
“You’re tired,” the master said, patting his shoulder, laying an arm across it and leading into the keep. The others followed, gliding along like swans. Alex wanted to pull away. The touch was poisonous and luxurious at the same time. His vision was softening about the edges.
They were silent, other than the master. Only speaking in rustles of silken cloth or the jingle of jewels. The women wore flowing gowns that revealed more than they hid, the men, tunics and robes of the same material. They led him through twisted halls, their hands on his back, on his arms. Soft, feather touches that suggested rather than forced. The sting of blood returning to his hands hurt. They passed others of the beautiful people who stopped what they were about and stared at the entourage. The master took his arm from Alex and put him in the hands of a woman with alabaster skin and a fall of white gold hair.
“Leanan will take care of you. When you’re rested, you and I will talk.”
Alex stared at him helplessly. The woman urged him through a portal.
“But who are you?”
The master paused and turned. “I am Azeral.”
They were High Sidhe, the woman, Leanan said when he asked. He was in a room with her alone. A large airy room with a ceiling like a cathedral, and a great round pool of water in its center. Shuttered windows closed to the night lined one wall. Open, during the day they would have let in a wealth of sun light. He stood, just inside the doorway, staring blankly at the room. Sheer silks trailed from the ceiling, curtaining off a corner where pillows and swirls of cloth made up a luxurious pallet. The Sidhe woman moved around him, pulling him into the room. She stood of a height with him. Great soft eyes, every bit as blue as Azeral’s smiled at him, urging him to follow her. He took a step, unsteady.
“What is this place?” he ventured, whispering, fearing she would decline to answer, as everyone seemed to do with him here. She tilted her head and studied him. Her beauty was so alien.
“My father’s keep,” she replied. “The Unseelie Court. I don’t believe anyone’s ever given it a proper name, Alex.”
He blinked at her. “How did you know my name.”
She smiled at him. Her teeth were white and sharp. “It’s what you are. If one looks, it so easy to see a person’s true self. Come.”
He did not understand. He did not move. She moved towards him, her slender hands going to the band of his filthy pajamas. Shocked, he stepped back. She stood staring at him.
“Yes, you are filthy,” she stated. “Please cooperate.” She made to move towards him again and he prepared to avoid her. She frowned and suddenly his mind went blank. He ceased to be for what seemed only a handful of heartbeats, and when he came back to himself he was wet and naked and blessedly clean. She was pulling him up from the pool, the water of which was just a tad cloudy now. There were wet spots on her gown. Her eyes were serious and appraising. He wanted to die, to shrink from her in embarrassment, but his body was not his own at the moment. It followed her whims explicitly. She led him to the array of cushions and pressed him down. It was a wonderfully soft, plush bed. She knelt at the edge of it, watching him as he slowly forced his sluggish hand to grasp an edge of silk coverlet and pull it over his nudity.
“Pretty,” she murmured. “Almost pretty.” She did not touch him now, but his body recalled the ghost of her hands on him during the bath when his mind had been elsewhere. He blushed and willed her away with her alien eyes and upturned lips.
“Sleep,” she suggested. “I’ll come for you later.” She rose gracefully from her knees, lithe, rounded flesh just hidden beneath layers of filmy veils. “Sleep,” she repeated.
He did.
He woke to voices. Soft female voices that chattered nonsense. He blinked and rubbed grit from his eyes. His hand smelled faintly of lavender, his skin felt particularly soft this morning. The bed was wickedly comfortable. He was nestled in a ocean of pillows, silken covers wrapped about him. He felt immaculate and refreshed. A tent of gathered silks and crêpes surrounded his bed. The female voices came from without. There were shapes moving in the room beyond.
He remembered where he was and sat up. The curtains were swept aside from without and Leanan peered in at him. She was dressed in veils of blue today, her hair done up in elaborate coils. Her gracefully pointed ears boasted an array of dangling ear rings. She was breathtaking. Behind her a troop of small, dark females. Their faces were plain and unattractive next to her. He thought they might have been bendithy, from the furtiveness of their movements. They held an assortment of garments over their arms. They watched Leanan avidly for her order.
“Are you hungry?” she asked, beckoning him forth. Warily he edged out of the cocoon, silk cover wrapped about his waist. “Would you like to see a bit of the keep?”
He nodded carefully. She put her hands on her hips and scrutinized him. Blonde hair, blue eyes. Not unlike her own coloring, save his skin was bronzed from months in the pacific under a tropical sun.
“The blue, I think,” she decided, and one of the bendithy women scurried forward offering garments of fine cloth. She took them and held them out to Alex, smiling. “Do you require assistance?”
He reddened and almost snatched them from her hands, looked around desperately for somewhere private to dress, and finally had to retreat to the dubious shelter of his bed of cushions.
The shirt was full sleeved and laced up the front, snowfall white, and lighter than the finest of silks. The vest that went over it was brocaded blue, with elaborate falls of material ruffling down the front. Blue pants that fit rather too well, and soft blue boots. He ran a hand through the tangle of his hair and cast about for something else to take up time and prevent him from having to go back out and stand under Leanan’s scrutiny. He rubbed fingers over his jaw and realized that he was smooth shaven. She must have accomplished that also last night, when she had sent his mind into oblivion. It terrified him, that control she flaunted so easily. He had accepted that physically he was outnumbered and overpowered. To be so easily manipulated mentally left him no escape. No options but what they gave him. And even those they were keeping to themselves.
He stepped out from behind the veils after a strengthening breath. The bendithy were gone. Only Leanan remained. She nodded her approval of him and took his arm in her own.
“You’ll break your fast first,” she told him, leading him from the room. “Then we’ll walk about the keep.”
There was no comment he could make. They walked down a spiraling hall and across a bridge that spanned a cavernous chamber. The height was dizzying. Down another hall and into a round chamber with high open windows. Sunlight streamed into the room, casting reflections on the pool of water at its center. Flowers bloomed in the pool, and the shapes of fish could be seen. A low curving table sat against the far wall, cushions scattered around it. Bendithy scurried about it, pitchers and platters in their hands. A half dozen High Sidhe lounged against the cushions. Every single eye cemented on Alex and Leanan as they entered the room. Their hair ranged from silver to russet brown, with some odder shades in between. Their skin was pale as a whole, and their eyes blue or green with the occasional gray. They were as languid as cats, and as watchful. Alex felt the hairs prick at the back of his neck.
“Morning’s light to you,” Leanan greeted them. Some of them answered likewise, some merely settled back to observe as she and her human ward joined them. She settled him down at the end of the table, placing him between herself and a silver haired male. A bendithy placed a platter of sliced fruit before him, and a goblet of dark liquid. He had no appetite in such company, under such scrutiny. Leanan sipped from a goblet of her own and urged him to eat. He picked at a piece of fruit, staring diligently at his plate. The silver-haired male beside him was regarding him too closely for comfort, leaning forward almost inquisitively. If he touched him, he would bolt.
“Not at all like a bakatu,” his observer finally commented. “Rather more refined.” There was agreement from down the table. “Not terribly bad to look at,” someone else offered opinion. “Pretty mouth.”
“Will Azarel let us have him, do you think?”
Alex cast a desperate glance to Leanan. She patted his hand and looked past him.
“Mind your manners, Deigah. He is a guest of Azeral. Treat him as such.”
The silver one inclined his head, gray eyes sparkling. In amusement? In contention?
“Ignore them,” she said to Alex. “They’re a spoiled lot and given much to their own pleasures. I think you’re little inclined to eat, so we might as well show you around.”
He followed her eagerly enough out of that room. They walked the ways of the keep. He was amazed and overwhelmed by the sheer size. Most of it was illogical. Stone stood or perched where it had no support. Bridges spanned spaces or spiraled upward with no regard to the laws of physics. There were pools in almost every room, waterfalls and streams that cut through stone, or divided rooms. Sidhe roamed the halls like predators, eyes always following Alex. The servants far out numbered them. Bendithy were the most common, but there were an assortment of races. Spriggan, gnomes, the occasional dwarf, although Leanan claimed that dwarves made poor servants. Ogres stayed to the outer halls, armed and ominous. Too clumsy and odious for personal servants, he was informed. They made good guards. He asked what they guarded against and she silently smiled at him and went on to point out another facet of the sprawling keep. Her talk concentrated wholly on the keep. When he tried to ask her questions of his own, she either ignored him, or if he became too insistent, made him temporarily forget his train of thought.
He saw nothing of the lord of this keep. She showed him the mammoth dark chamber, deep within the bowls of the mountain that was Azeral’s throne room, but the lord himself was not in evidence.
“You’ll see him at feast tonight,” she promised, when he asked. “Only he can tell you what you want to know.”
He had to be contented with that.
Warm fingers touched her face. Victoria turned into them, brushing her cheek against soft flesh. She murmured Alex’s name and reached out to find him. He was not there, only phantom, silken cloth, lighter than crêpe and softer to the feel. There was great pleasure in the texture of the stuff. She drew it towards her, seeking its comforting softness.
The fingers moved to her mouth and the touch intensified. Hard and smothering, they pressed down. She struggled out of the daze of sleep, starting in alarm at unfamiliar hands on her. Hurtful hands that covered her mouth and cut off a cry of protest. She struggled, tearing at the offending hand, her fingers still clutching the wonderful cloth. Something sharp pricked her throat. Her eyes widened in the darkness, and her hands froze.
She could not see. The darkness was complete. She knew not where she was, or with who or what. That confusion of place and situation scared her almost more than the physical threat to her person. She needed to remember.
She was pulled up, and held firm against a hard body. Her fingers, at her sides, felt the wispy folds of cloth. With the blade still at her throat she was forced forward, her steps guided as if she were a child, or more accurately, a blind woman. They made not a sound in the darkness. Not a scuff or a whisper of breath. She could hardly breathe at all with the hand covering her mouth. She was pushed against a earthen wall and held there with the hand still over her mouth. The blade moved away. There was the soft sound of earth moving on earth and blue light peeped in. Moonlight. She found herself standing on the sloping side of a round hill, with a star filled sky looming overhead.
Vaguely, she remembered now. Going to the hollow hill with the Sidhe girl, Aloe. Eating the wonderful food, talking with the sage, young/old being who was Father to the sidhe that lived under the hill. She could remember little more. Her mind was fuzzy and she wondered idly if she had drunk too much of the sweet wine.
She was being led down the hill at a brisk pace, her arm in a cruel grip. She could hardly see him in the dark and the scant blue light of the night sky. He blended so very well with his surroundings. But his presence was concrete, and from the grip on her arm and the way he moved, she thought he was annoyed. She blinked slowly, trying to work up indignity. She twisted her arm, trying to free it, then tore at his fingers with her free hand. Her nails bit down into flesh and he suddenly stopped and turned on her, grabbing both arms above the elbows and shaking her like a child. There was a tiny crack in the composure of his oh-so-beautiful face. She cursed at him as her head snapped back and forth. Words she had never used in her life spilled from her lips. Tears streamed down her cheeks in shock and frustration.
He let her go, shoving her back and she sat down hard. The breath left her. She covered her face with her hands, shivering. She was losing her mind. Her memories were running through her mind like sand through her fingers. Thoughts were too elusive to hold. Something was wrong. So very wrong. Being shaken by an assassin who had no concept of gallantry or politeness did not help one bit. She wished lightning down upon him. She, who had never dreamed harm on another living thing, wished him dead on the spot. The violence in her mind felt good. The violence welcomed something that shyly coiled and unfurled its wings in the center of her being.
She peered up at the assassin, glaring. He was looking over her head, behind them. She wondered if it were pursuit he feared.
“Did you kill them all?” she sneered. “How many deaths to get me out?”
He looked down to her, face all in shadows. He pulled her to her feet and into a walk with a less painful grip. She hated his silence. His aloofness. As if she were so inconsequential, that he need not answer her questions.
“Damn you! Did you kill them all? Answer me!” She was screaming.
“No,” he said, barely above a whisper, eyes casting her a warning. “There was no need.”
She drew a breath, stared at his profile. “But you would have –“
He inclined his head. She held back a scream of outrage.
It began to rain. First a drizzle, then a heavier downpour. It matched her mood. She willed thunder and lightning into the sky. She willed winds to tear past the tall grasses. She willed it all to descend on her captor, whom she could not elude on her own. And the winds did howl, and in the distance thunder did boom. But none of it tormented Dusk. It was more of an inconvenience to her than him. She glared and tried to see the blackness of his soul. Not caring how improper it was, or how rude. She wanted to see how coiled and dark he was in comparison to her friends that he insisted on taking her away from.
She saw nothing. No spark, no light. No hint of inner life and power that all the others had. Even the sprites had soul lights. Dusk had nothing. She drew back, as far as she could, with him holding her arm, finding him suddenly abominable. He was incomplete, unfinished.
Lightning flashed and hit the ground ten yards to their left. She screamed, blinded and electrified. Her hair, wet though it was, stood on end. Her fingers and toes tingled. She was free. He had both hands to his eyes, all his colors suddenly pale in the aftermath of brilliant electricity. She ran into the rain. Blindly and directionless, she stumbled and slipped on wet grasses and sloshed through streams that had not been there scant minutes before the flash storm.
The rain hurt. It beat down with pent-up passion. Hair streamed into her eyes, obscuring vision even more. Her chest burned, her legs ached. She ran through water up to her ankles. Water that rushed with a powerful turbulence, threatening her balance. Lightning flared and she found herself teetering at the edge of a mud sloped drop. She windmilled her arms for balance, and lost it as the ground gave way under her feet and she was slipping down in a crash of mud and water.
Hands grabbed her, wrenching her arm painfully. Frantically she clutched at the support, scrambling ineffectually at the mud under her feet. He almost had her up. Almost had her on relatively solid ground, when the whole section of earth gave way completely under the onslaught of water and sent them both plunging downwards with it. He wrapped himself around her, taking the brunt of the fall, shielding her when he could not control the descent, which was most the way.
For as hurtful and rough a ride as it had been, it was over too quickly. Victoria had very little breath left her. Her mouth was full of hair and mud, and her shoulder throbbed painfully. Her vision was swimming and making her nauseous. She was lying in a tangle of limbs and wet cloth, atop Dusk, who was not making any efforts to move. His face was half turned into the soupy mud at the bottom of the gully. She thought he might drown in the mud. She momentarily encouraged it. He had attempted to protect her on the trip down, though. She did owe him that. Just turn his head so he wouldn’t breath in mud, then she would leave while he was senseless.
She managed that, but the movement had her head reeling. Her vision grayed and she slumped forward.
It was not raining when she came to. It was still dark, but the stars were obscured by satisfied clouds. Victoria was still damp, but not dripping, so she assumed no more than an hour had passed. She was still lying on top of Dusk, who was still not moving. He was half submerged in mud. They were both coated with it. Disgusted with her state, she carefully moved off of him, sinking into welcoming mud as she did. Her shoulder hurt mightily and her hip was starting to ache. She had a headache, but not a terrible one, so any damage to her skull was minor. She sat in the mud for a long while, trying to clear her head.
The storm, the flight. Her raging emotions. How nicely the elements fit her mood. She cast a glare at the sky, her accomplice. How fickle it was to let loose its frenzy at one woman’s urging. How easily manipulated. She had done it. There was some glint of satisfaction deep inside her that smugly took blame for the violence. That gloried in it. She pondered the alter ego that was fast developing from embryo to fully fleshed persona. How quick it was to rage, how quick to calm. She could hardly feel it now, in the aftermath. It was dormant within her. Like the ocean, it crested and waned on a schedule she had yet to figure out. She needed to know. She needed Aloe and her wisdom and the wisdom of her friends. Folk who dealt with magic everyday and could tell her what this power was that grew inside her. Grew into her. She put a hand to her abdomen, breathing deeply, delving inwards. It was there. Comfortable, at peace while she was at peace. It was part of her. Not a foreign thing, or an intruder. Just a piece of Victoria that she had never noticed before.
A black shape scurried furtively through the dark at the far side of the gully. She gasped and scrambled backwards, pulling her knees up and squinting into the dark. Feral eyes glinted out of shadow. She could hear the tiny clicking of teeth. Another something scurried through the mud, short legs made it run close to the ground. It was as big as a basset hound, covered with dark skin or very short dark fur. A long, whipping, rodent tail trailed in the mud. A small head housed a long, tooth-filled snout. There were perhaps a half dozen of them. Hunger seemed predominant in their gazes.
Her fingers found a rock in the mud. She threw it at them. They moved aside just a bit to avoid it, but did not back off. Scavengers, she thought. Waiting for prey that could not defend itself. While she stared at them, they did not advance, but let her attention wonder, and when she looked back they were closer.
She wondered where the power was that had called down a storm. It was certainly nowhere that she could reach, when all she wanted to do was smite a few measly rodents from the face of this earth.
She backed up the slope a few steps, slipping in the mud. Once she was moving, they would hardly stalk her. She hoped. It was hard going up the muddy slope, steep as it was. Every pace she moved, they advanced. Then they reached Dusk and stopped all together, milling in rodent excitement around unmoving flesh. They hadn’t been stalking her after all, then. Merely waiting until she moved far enough away from prey that could not fight back. Damn! Damndamndamn! Leaving the assassin, plague on her life that he was, lying half-submerged in mud, was one thing. Leaving him to be eaten by rat things was quite another. It turned her stomach. It galled her and frustrated her almost to the point where her lurking power paid attention.
She tossed a rock down at them, yelling to drive them off. The rock hit the assassin, and the rodents stared up at her as if she were quite insane. She certainly felt it, slip sliding back down the slope to drive the scavengers away from her captor and her enemy, who would certainly not feel inclined to repay her efforts with freedom should he wake up. She stalked about in the mud, raging at the rodents, who would not take flight more than a few yards from where she was. They glared at her indignantly. She called herself every kind of fool. Turned in a fit and kicked mud on Dusk, then flopped down in the spongy earth beside him and matched glares with a band of rodents.
The clouds were mostly dissipated and the sky was working towards what would most likely be an unearthly sunrise of surpassing beauty, when the assassin jerked up as if someone had flicked a switch. He clawed himself out of the mud and swung around in such befuddlement that Victoria almost felt sorry for him. He was in sorrier shape than she, who had gone to some effort while she sat watch over him to clean herself up with what water that puddled atop the mud. The front side of him was caked with dried mud, the back half with wet clinging clumps of it. It dripped from his hair and his cloak. He realized it even before he realized she was just a few feet away. He held out his arms and made a disgusted face as the mud-laden material dragged down. He looked perilously ungraceful and not at all beautiful. The two combined made Victoria rather happy.
“A bit of a mess, no?” she inquired. He spun, flinging tiny clods of loose dirt and mud. She giggled. She could not help it. His eyes were gleaming agate, staring at her surrounded by dirty flesh. If it hadn’t been for the dirt, she thought she might have actually seen an honest expression of emotion on his face.
“I don’t suppose,” she suggested carefully, “that you would consider just letting me walk away, now that you’re up and about? It would only be fair considering I sat here all night keeping those rat things from eating you.”
He looked around, spotted the patiently waiting shapes in the morning shadows, then swung back around to her. Mud or no, he really did look disgruntled. He sat down suddenly, as if his legs had given out, staring pointedly at the ground between his feet. Victoria blinked at him in surprise.
“Well?” she prompted. “If you want to be blunt, I probably saved your life. You would think I’d deserve a little gratitude.”
His head snapped up and he glared at her. She got the distinct feeling he would rather she had not gone to the trouble.
“I do not need this.” She barely heard him murmur. He seemed very upset. She supposed a knock on the head might do that. She got up, carefully wiped flaked mud from her gown. It was ruined. She might as well be running about naked for all the protection it offered. She folded her arms across her breasts and stared down at him.
“Neither do I. And I asked for none of it, I remind you.”
She marched down the low point of the gully, not bothering with the indignity of trying to climb the steep slope. She heard running water and had every intention of finding it and immersing herself into it. She heard Dusk follow. She actually heard him. The rough sound of drying mud rubbing against dry mud. The brittle cracks as it flaked off of him. He caught up with her. She did not bother to glance at him. He did not dare to touch her.
She found the stream. Swollen to twice its normal size no doubt, but still not overly large or swift. She waded right into it, stopping in the middle where it reached her chest. She submerged, scrubbing at her hair, letting the clean water take away the filth. She came up gasping. Dusk was standing at the bank, eyeing the surroundings suspiciously. There was relatively little cover. Just a line of hills to the east and a gentle slope of grassy plain before them. There was no telling what lived under the hills. She did not care. She ignored the thought just as she ignored the assassin.
She came out dripping and clean and holding the night gown away from her flesh for modesty’s sake. She sat down on grass that was mostly dry and brought her knees up to her chest. Dusk stared at her. She indicated the stream. “Don’t let me stop you. You’re filthier than I was.”
After a moment, he shook his head.
“Up. We need to move.” She sighed, finding him insufferable. “Are you sure you don’t want to wash the dirt off? You make a terrible amount of noise when you move because of it?”
He blinked at her, then looked down at himself.
“I’ll sit right here. I promise,” she told him. “We both know you can outrun me if I try to escape.”
He thought that over and apparently found merit in her statements. He walked a good pace away from her and squatted by the bank. Carefully he began extracting weapons from his person. Most of them were out of her vision. They were all of some dark, dull metal. Not iron, she thought. Weren’t the fey folk supposed to be deadly allergic to iron? He took off the cloak finally, and waded into the stream trailing it behind him. He was very particular in his treatment of it. She knew very well, that most of his attention was on her though. As if she would make a break for his stash of weapons. She pretended to gaze somewhere else. He ducked his head quickly, taking less effort with hair and skin than with cloak. He came out soaking and dark, slimmer than one might have thought with tunic and pants clinging to his body and no cloak to hide it. Slim-hipped and long-legged, with a pleasing broadening of muscle and bone at shoulders and chest. Wet hair spilled almost to his waist. He was too easy to look at, she thought sourly. Too entirely well-made for comfort. It was hard to despise something that made you catch your breath and stare. And him so unconscious of it.
He was washing his weapons in the stream, cloak spread out on the grass beside him. She gave up the illusion of looking elsewhere. Yes, she decided. One could hate something one found enjoyable to look at. It was a conjecture purely connected with the new side of her. She lay back on her elbows and behind the cover of her body, waved a finger in rhythm to some inner music. A tiny point of light glowed at her nail, then split to dance apart from it. Amazing. Absolutely amazing. She grinned down at it, remembering the tricks Aloe had dazzled her with. So easy. So very easy. It was a matter of the right frame of mind to find the power within. She let the light dance, keeping it close to her shielded hand. When the assassin stood up, cloak folded over his arm, she snuffed it with a flick of a finger. She smiled up at him, truly aware of what filled her. It was vaguely wicked, the sensation. A power that made her not quite human.
She held out a hand for help up. Almost hesitantly he gave it to her. She prolonged the touch, still staring at him. He pulled away, not meeting her eyes.
“So where shall we go?” she asked. “Back to the forest?”
“North,” he said, uncertainty underlay his tone. Not for the direction. No, he knew where he wanted to go. Perhaps he was beginning to suspect that she was not quite what she had been.
Let him be uncertain. She for the first time in quite a while, was not. She had taken the first step to mastering a power she did not understand. He was an assassin, whose intent was not to kill her. He was out of his element. Short of killing her, which he apparently would not do, how could he stop her? If he wanted to go back to the forest, that was fine. The fairies were in the forest. And it was the fairies that had caused her strange power to surface. They could help her learn to understand it. They could dance with her.
There was a particular sense of migration the moment dusk fell and turned the day’s light into darker stranger shades. Candles and torches seemed to light on their own in some halls, and there were places that glowed of their own accord with no benefit of artificial light. If the sidhe were predatory and watchful during the day, then they were avatars of enchantment and seduction once the sun took its warming rays back unto itself.
One and all they gathered for the Feast. They flocked to it with eagerness that left the servants wary and flustered. Those servants that could stay safely hidden away in their cubby holes did so with relief. Those that had to serve the high lords at Feast did so with barely contained dread.
Alex followed Leanan through the shadowed halls into the depths of the keep to the mammoth chamber called the hall of Leath. It was second only to Azeral’s throne room, she informed him. It seemed to go on forever. Its ceiling rose to infinity, its walls curved and bent and were thickly cut with carvings. The carvings depicted a lurid array of situations and creatures. A great table sat the length of the room and seated the whole of the sidhe court. There were more than a hundred silken heads about it, adorned like birds of paradise, their voices like music. Bendithy and Gnomish servants scurried around the table, laden with trays and pitchers. The aroma of meat filled the room. Several hearths lined one wall and animals of some type turned on spits. The bendithy carved thick slices and piled them on silver trays to distribute about the table.
Alex gaped at the barbarous feast. At such elegant creatures grabbing for heaped food, spilling rich wine. Laughing with abandon, some touching or exchanging food and drink. Some embracing flagrantly against the table. Leanan pulled him past a female straddling a pale-haired male, her hands twined in his hair, her lips hungrily devouring his. She looked up at him, not stopping what she was doing, and her eyes offered open invitation. Alex could not tear his own gaze away. Leanan urged him on, humoring him with a smile.
Then there was Azeral, at the head of the table. Leanan sat him down in the seat to Azeral’s left, a place of honor. She took the seat next to him. Azeral nibbled on a spear of fruit, his eyes wandered leisurely about the room. Alex could not stop staring at him. He radiated charisma and power. A bendithy poured him wine and Leanan guided his hand to the goblet, encouraging him to take it up. The wine was like nothing he had ever tasted. Sweet beyond belief, but sharp enough to leave a tingling trace of fire down his throat. He downed it, and picked at various foods for lack of anything better to do. Azeral ignored him, while Leanan occupied herself with her goblet and her serene observation of the court. Alex wanted to blurt out a dozen questions, but he could not bring himself to intrude in the high lord’s contemplation. He could not bring attention to himself.
Azeral’s voice startled him. It was almost inside his head in its perfect clarity. “Does my keep please you?”
“It’s – unusual. Beautiful.” More wine from a observant servant. He swallowed it self-consciously – there were more than two sets of eyes on him. The conversation lulled. Everyone watched, as though he were enacting a play.
“So it is.” Azeral’s lips pulled back in a lazy smile. “Have you found comfort?”
Alex nodded dumbly, forgetting his lines. Everyone else seemed so versed in theirs.
“Has my daughter made a competent guide?”
He looked to Leanan, whose lips were turned up at the corners and whose eyes sparkled in amusement.
“Yes,” he said, in a small voice.
Azeral sat back, pleased. “Good. You may ask me a question.”
Alex blinked at him, looked around him at the avid faces that would never need paint or enhancement.
“Why am I here?” He formed each word slowly, deliberately, feeling the wine in his blood. It made his lips feel heavy and his tongue too sensitive. Azeral leaned forward, one elbow on the table, his silken curls fell over his shoulder, bound back by a circlet of gold above his brows. Alex leaned back as far as he could, invaded by those brilliant blue eyes.
“Have you ever heard of us? Of sidhe or any of the lesser ones. Ogres, trolls, goblins, elves?”
“Bedtime stories, fairy tales,” Alex answered truthfully.
“Legends?” Azeral suggested. “Superstitions? Shall I tell you of other legends your kind pass? Troy. Olympus. Uthor Pendragon and his lot. Tir-Nan-Og?” he lifted a finely shaped brow. “How easy it is for the folk of your world to relegate the unexplainable to legend and superstition. There is nothing of magic that exists in your world today, nothing that can survive the mass disbelief. There was a time when your folk were simpler and younger and magic thrived. Before your world became infested with iron and science. Science kills magic, you see. The need for information and explanation banishes the mystic. You’ve managed to wipe the irrational from the face of your world. Oh, there are still things there. Things that do not feed on magic, that thrive on the dark absence of it. Occult things, you might call them. But they cannot use the magic.
“And the magic, Alex...the magic needs to be used. There’s a balance, you see, between magic and science. Science in the realm of the norm. Magic is relegated to the gifted. It’s in your world. It’s always been in your world, waiting to be used. It’s not a dormant thing. It’s vibrant and alive. It needs to be used or it builds and builds and the pressure becomes unbearable. It affects things around it. It coils in men’s minds like tension. It’s like a storm brewing, but never releasing its power. It’s an irritation and a friction. It disrupts order. How many wars have your folk fought over little acts of frustration, of tension built to a breaking point? More than you think, I assure you. And quite honestly, your world has forsaken its belief in ours and so infested itself with iron that I really shouldn’t care what you do to yourselves in your neglect of magic, but for one thing....” He paused, taking a leisurely sip of wine. Alex drew a great gulp of air and stared wide eyed.
“One thing,” Azeral continued. “The magic is bleeding into our realm. It has festered and grown to such a degree that it is leaking into my world and disturbing the channels of power here. It contaminates the pure magic of this realm. It creates violence where there was none. It disturbs the balance and that I will not have.”
There was a murmur of assent around the table. The servants were quiet and huddled near the firepits. Alex felt too lightheaded and shaky to fully comprehend what he was being told. God, if someone had sat across from him back home and told his this, he would have smiled indulgently and considered the man a candidate for mental counseling. Here, there was no choice but to believe. It occurred to him that his initial question had not been answered. He opened his mouth to voice the opinion but Azeral cut him off with a wave of one slender hand.
“If I could use this power, if anything in this world could use the power of yours, it would gladly be done to relieve the pressure and alleviate the tension in both realms, but I cannot. Nothing not of your realm can use power born of your realm. Only a channel born of the same soil as the magic itself can be receptive to it. I need a human being to channel this intruding power. I need you.”
Alex gaped, too stunned to do more than stare at Azeral, then to Leanan, groping for some sign of humor or jest. Their faces were perfect masks of seriousness, his a caricature of disbelief.
“Me?” he gasped, his voice gone high with shock. “Me? My God, what made you pick me? I don’t have anything to do with magic or power...Jesus, I don’t even have a job. Why me?”
“Not you in particular,” Azeral twined his fingers. “I opened a portal that would lead me to a likely candidate. Someone with an affinity for channeling. The portal opened to you. You were the best choice in your world at this time.”
“So you just took me? You arrogant son of a bitch. What right did you have?” The wine and the indignity made him bold. He glared, matching Azeral’s gaze.
“Is it so unworthy a cause,” Azeral whispered, “the salvation of two worlds?”
“No,” Alex agreed, gripping his goblet with crushing force. “I’m just an unlikely savior. And I don’t believe you.”
“That is your choice, of course.”
“It is true,” Leanan touched his arm and he jumped. He shook his head, lost and confused.
“I can’t think,” he murmured, pressing a fist to his forehead. Leanan leaned close and stroked his hair, soothing touch in body and mind.
“It is all right,” she crooned. “It is so very much to learn in one night. It will become clear, I vow to you.”
He looked up at her. She was so very beautiful. Luminescent white skin. Great blue eyes. Bones that were elegant and fragile. Inhuman. He thought of human beauty, of burnished red hair and green eyes.
“Victoria.” A whisper and suddenly he whipped about and fixed Azeral with his glare. “She’s out there somewhere, damn you. And it’s your fault. If you want any cooperation out of me in anything, then you’d better find her.”
“Your lady.” Azeral inclined his head. “You’ve already seen to it that she be brought safely here. You’ve set my Ciagenii to the task. I assure you, there is nothing alive better suited to the chore. She will be here.”
Alex shook his head. “It’s not enough. What if he can’t find her alone? Please send someone to help.”
The high lord shrugged. “Very well. If it will relieve your mind.” Azeral steepled his fingers and smiled a breathtaking smile. He was too mesmerizing a creature for comfort. He watched Alex with an expression of almost innocent curiosity.
“It has been a very long time since I stepped on the soil of your world.”
“You’ve been there?” Alex blinked, realizing he was being led off subject and fighting against it. There were too many wills bent on keeping him astray to fight. Least of all Azeral, who was tilting his head with such charming persuasion.
“I supped, on my last sojourn with a Tudor king. Henry something or ‘nother. They were so hard to keep straight. All the same names. I was sidetracked here after that and when next I had time, your world was too polluted with deadly iron to venture into it.” He smiled. “Shame. It was wonderful fun, impressing the simple folk. They used to be so quick to worship.”
“Is that what you want. Worship?”
“Not in itself. It is flattering though. Humans do it so much better than this craven lot here.” He waved a hand at the mass of his court. They laughed at the comparison. A few even offered flowering verses of adoration. There was sarcasm there, and wry wit directed at the high lord, but never for a moment did Alex doubt that each and every one of them adored him. Adoration and worship. The two were not so very far apart.
Someone called for a hunt. Other voices joined in, lifting in excitement. Azeral’s eyes wafted over them.
“No,” he said. “Not this night. But soon. And you, Alex, may ride with us. The sidhe at hunt are a grand spectacle.”
“What do you hunt?” Alex asked.
Azeral laughed. Leanan smiled beside him and patted his hand. He felt foolish and childish and wondered if he were picking that up from their thoughts of him.
The court, disgruntled with the abortion of a possible hunt, fell to other things in their boredom. They called for music, and a group of thin-limbed, smooth faced figures gracefully set up at the end of the hall. A lively melody penetrated the chamber. The sidhe were up and dancing, a breathtaking array of swirling hair and floating material. Leanan urged Alex to join, and he shook his head. She did not press the point, thankfully, and sat at his side, watching. There was a touch of envy in her eyes. But Azeral had appointed her his guardian and she would not abandon her duty.
A slave was brought out onto the floor. A female being formed very much like the sidhe, but smaller and larger of eye. Small filmy pieces of cloth made up her clothing and she had bells on her wrists and ankles. She whirled and danced to the beat, the sidhe egging her on. They cleared a space for her. She moved with exquisite grace and rhythm. It was like watching the music come to life. It was beautiful and Alex sat entranced. Then the spell was broken. A male sidhe rushed forward, hooking an arm about the dancer’s tiny waist and swinging her off her feet. He bore her back, ripping her scant veil free. Yells of delight went up from the crowd. Others went forward, joining the first, smothering the dancer. They moved upon her, and there were only scant glimpses of her slender limbs. She never made a sound. If she had, it would have been drowned out by the excitement of the watchers. The heat, the lust was palatable in the air. The music never stopped for the benefit of mass rape. Or was it merely a skilled courtesan plying her trade? The servants seemed to think the former, huddled and frightened in the shadows. He felt like them. That to move, or draw attention to himself would bring them down on him. That if he sat very still, they would forget his very existence. “She’s a favorite of the court,” Leanan told him, an electric presence at his side. “She’s very talented. For a lesser sidhe.”
“She’s a sidhe?” Very small voice. Embarrassment. Tingling excitement.
“Lesser sidhe. Slave. Would you like her?”
He blinked at her in shock, color rising to his face. “No!” Too sharp, too quick. Leanan lifted a brow at him. Azeral was watching him, half-lidded. Lazy. Deadly facade.
A bendithy screeched. Two sidhe pulled her forward from her place by the hearth. The other servants cowered. It was too ugly a creature for the sidhe to want in the manner they wanted the dancer, which lead one to dwell on other reasons. From the pitiful cries, the bendithy knew all too well what bored high sidhe did to relieve their tensions.
Leanan was pulling him to his feet, turning him away from the spectacle. He almost rebelled, almost wanted to stay and see what depths those painfully beautiful beings could sink to in their amusements, but as Leanan urged him forward, Azeral trailed fingers over his sleeve.
“Sleep well,” he purred. Alex flinched, snatching his arm to his body. After that he did flee, with Leanan a mere guide to help him retrace his steps back to the silken room they kept him in. Sleep well. Not this night.
The woods were so much more alive and alluring with the new perspective Victoria seemed to have gained. Everything glowed. If she tried she could see tiny auras around the very trees. She could see the hidden shapes of animals and hear their voices with more clarity than she had ever imagined. Everything that lived had some small degree of inner light. Everything but Dusk, and he didn’t matter. He trailed her far enough behind so that she sometimes forgot he was there. She made her own way through the wood, heading in the general direction he wanted, so he left her alone. She thought he was wary of her. She thought that when he looked at her there was a great deal of uncertainty behind the ever-changing color of his eyes.
She loved it. She loved the feel of the grass under her toes and the wind gently caressing her hair. She made the lights dance around her unabashedly, reveling in the sensation of power tingling through her. Aloe would have been wonderfully impressed. She intended to find Aloe again. She made better company than the assassin, although she was not as nice to look upon.
A grotto of waist-high ferns and lilies beckoned and she ran through it, arms wide, wondering what the night-closed flowers would look like open. She sent her lights to dance around the great cocooned blossoms, willing the flower to open. Wondering if she could. Like a wakening sleeper it trembled, then spread its petals. She laughed like a child and willed them all to open and found herself standing in a glade of brilliant white blossoms, her own lights swirling around her.
It was inebriation of a sort. The discovery that she was suddenly a force to reckon with. She, Victoria McFadden, had come to her own. She wanted to sing, and did so, humming a tune of her own making. The assassin was close. She could not sense him with her newfound power, but the hairs on her arms tingled, and her purely human seventh sense warned that he was near. She turned in a circle and scanned the wood for him. If he did not wish to be seen, he would not be seen. He was making little effort to conceal himself. She sent her lights to swarm around him. He lowered his head somewhat, shadowing his face from her.
“Can you do that?” she asked. “The lights I mean?” He did not answer, walking carefully towards her. “Or this?”
She waved an arm and threw out a surge of will and the forest opened around them. Everything that slept in the darkness was abruptly brought to life. Her magic lights illuminated all. He stopped in his tracks, looking above and around them. Was that surprise on his face? Exclamation in his parted lips. God, he was really quite lovely when his face softened with astonishment. She giggled and withdrew her lights to coalesce around herself. She danced away, touching things with her magic as she skipped.
A sprite fluttered across her path, drawn by the spectacle of her lights. She willed it to stay and it did. It was so recklessly easy to catch its tiny will with her own budding one. She wanted others of its kind to join with her. She called them silently, still humming to herself. They came. They spiraled out of the wood, dancing towards her. She swirled among them. She wondered if she might call the fairies. Oh how she wished to dance with them once more. She sent out the call.
The trees rustled in the night breeze. Natural music that her sensitive ears found melody to. The night creatures accompanied the rustle with various chirps and croaks. A hesitant figure crept out of the wood. Luminous skin glowed in the moon light. Delicate graceful limbs moved around roots and brush. Victoria cried out in her joy. She ran towards the fairy, but its great eyes darted nervously. It was afraid, but it could not resist her call. She sensed others in the wood behind it. They feared what she traveled with. They feared Dusk.
Indignant that his presence might spoil her whim, she whirled, searching for him. He was gone, more elusive than the fairies.
“I won’t let him hurt you,” she crooned. Touching the slender arm. “I promise. Come out. Come out.” She giggled – she could not seem to help herself. They did. Hesitantly at first, then with greater abandon as they saw that the first comers were not struck down.
“I want to dance,” she cried out to the wood at large, to the hidden assassin. “You’ll leave us all be while I do. Do you hear, Dusk?”
No answer. She had not expected one. She grabbed a set of hands and swung the fairy around, wanting music but not knowing how to bring it about herself. But they knew. And they were ever slaves to the music and the passion of dance. They cavorted around her, gradually relaxing and loosing themselves as she lost herself to the dance. She realized, in the midst of her delirium that she was not the one being led this time. She led them. They followed her with awe, with reverence even. She could almost sense a sort of worship. Oh to have such power. It was delirious. Wonderful. It surged through her, rejoicing over her full acceptance of it. The lights, her lights, out shone the flickering sprites. The glade glowed as if the sun itself shone down. The music rebounded inside her head. The sky thundered in response. The fairies faltered at the resounding intrusion, but she urged them on. She would drive any foul weather away. She would drive the sun from hiding if she knew how.
She danced with all of them. Male and female. They were like flowers, beautiful and fragile. They were not quite enough. Not quite close enough to her human perception of beauty. They did not satisfy the need. She sent her lights into the surrounding wood, sent her fairies dancing to the edges of the glade. The lights could not reveal him. The fairies did, skirting away from where he stood against the bole of a great tree, sullenly observing the festival. She swung towards him, swirling and his eyes turned wary. She put her hands on him and he stiffened as if he might strike her down.
“Dance with me,” she whispered, pulling him forward. He did not wish to dance with her. He made that quite clear. He wanted away. He resisted her will, and she could not understand how, when dozens of fairies were so helpless to it. She called them all, creating a weaving, convulsing ring of bodies around him and her.
“Am I so hideous? A human woman?” She wrapped her arms around his waist, daring him to push her off. He cast desperate looks about him, at countless fairy bodies that swirled and touched. His colors were changing from dark forest to fairy lightness. He twisted to get out of her arms, but she held tight, swaying into him, making him move to the music.
He was exquisite in his desperation. He was suddenly the tormented, the captive and she delighted in it. She wanted him to plead with her, but of course he never would. He would flail about him and kill the lot of her fairies before he stooped so low. She would bring the heavens down before she let him. But at the moment her driving need was to feel those incredibly soft lips under her own. She was dizzy and hot, and the power made her hungry. It drove her as she had never been driven before. She needed him. Desperately needed him to quench the fire before it consumed her. She thrust her face up and kissed him. He was so shocked that he gave in at first, just let himself go slack and let her have her way. He was soft and fresh, almost innocent. He jerked back so quickly after that that she hit her nose on his chin. He tore away from her and she grabbed after him, determined not to lose him. Fairy hands clutched at him from all sides and she came at him from the fore. Between them all, they bore him down, she on top, trapping his head with her hands while her minions weighted down his arms. He writhed under her and the mass of fairies, the whole of them moved atop him to the ever-changing beat of the music. She wanted to devour him. To smother him. The power infested being she had become wanted to possess him. She felt very little remorse that she needed to use force. It was wonderfully ironic, that she, little helpless Victoria, had the power to do so.
A fairy screamed and tumbled backwards. Dusk surged up dragging her and the writhing fairies with him. Fairy eyes were wide with fear. One of their own was down, lifeless and limp. He hit another, quicker than she could follow and her fairies started to scatter. She wailed and hit him with her shoulder, driving him back down, drawing on a surge of pure power to pull the very roots from the earth. They broke through the soft ground like skeletal fingers, twining around his arms, about his legs and throat. He was poisoned, rigid and struggling, eyes furious. The fairies backed off, crawling away from her like whipped dogs. She did not care. How little they meant to her when all her concentration was focused on Dusk. She ran her fingers through the tangled mass of his hair. It was earth colored now, moss green in streaks, russet and gold. It was soft like a child’s locks. She stroked inhumanly soft skin, ran her lips along his jaw. She was minimally aware of the fairies, the whole of them entranced by her and what she was doing, half swaying to the music, half fearful in anticipation over what she had captured. They feared him so much more than they feared her. She found him not so hard to deal with.
He was speaking to her. Gasping, almost sobbing with effort. She ran her thumbs over his lids, forcing his eyes closed. He was trembling. Anger? Fear? Frustration?
“What are you?”
“What am I?” It was a miraculously potent question. “I don’t know,” she whispered against his lips. “Now, I think, I’m burning and I can’t stop.”
“You must.” Was he pleading? Delicious. “You’re consumed.” More desperate as her hands roamed down his body. He strained against the natural bonds. “Let me go and I can take you to one who will help you.”
“You took me away from people that would help me, betrayer!” she spat at him, momentarily sidetracked. He clenched his jaw and turned his head from her. She felt various hard objects hidden away in his clothing.
“I take you to your human consort. What of him?”
She stopped in her exploration. “Alex?” Tiny, lost child voice. It was hard to picture his face with this beautiful creature before her. Hard to form blue eyes in her mind when green and yellow ones leaked tears beneath her. She sat up, straddling him, staring down into his face.
“I love Alex,” she stated, reminding herself. “Where’s Alex?”
She looked around the glade, at the fairies, at the sprites. Her own lights winked out one by one. He should be there. Alex should have been there for her.
No! Not here, not while she lay with Dusk. He would not approve of that. Lie with Dusk? Rape was a more adequate term. God! She rolled off him, eyes wide. The wings of freedom and power furled inside her, shrinking down in shame and curling into a tight knot. She brought a hand to her mouth, sobbing. What had she done? What had she been thinking?
The fairies had stopped their dance, the music fading away to a mere rustling of leaves and whistle of wind. They crept towards the shelter of wood, wide eyed and staring. The sprites had long since disappeared. She felt nausea rising. She clutched her middle and backed away. Sanity was too painful, too embarrassing. She could not look at him. She could do little more than turn and stumble into the wood, fleeing the scene of her crime. Blindly. Shamefully.
What had she done? What had she done? The branches stabbed at her like accusing fingers. Pulled at hair and worn gown. Harlot! Jezebel. Tears obscured her vision. One word rang above the others in her mind.
Alex!
The spriggan found himself thrust into the wilderness again, this time on a whim of his master’s to honor a promise to a lowly human. Bashru was highly disgruntled over the situation. He was back on a nighthorse that hated him with all of its inconsequential intellect, on a mission that was not really a mission at all, to track down a missing human girl and a damned unpredictable assassin. That Azeral sent Bashru out alone on this impossible quest told how eager the high lord was to see fruit come of it. He’d probably be just as happy if the girl never did come back. It would give the court more room to work on the man, for whatever purposes the court wanted him.
Bashru tried not to think of what made the Sidhe do what they did. He tried to stay far away from their machinations and their sordid pleasures. One had no desire to find oneself the object of a sidhe’s sadistic humor. And with a spriggan, that the tall, pale sidhe found repulsive and ugly, torments and torture would be all that was forthcoming. No more erotic uses did spriggans or gnomish slaves find themselves cornered into. Not like the fairies, or the half fairy bendithy or the lesser sidhe servants, who occupied certain bedrooms as well as served the keep’s needs.
So really, other than the fact that Bashru found joy in complaining of his lot in life, he was not entirely upset to be away from the keep. He just wished that it were for some real cause. As if he had a chance of finding the girl, if the Ciagenii could not. As if he could find the Ciagenii. More likely he’d find things in the wood that preferred spriggan for dinner and he’d end his days over a spit. He spat a curse on humans, and another, softer one on sidhe.
He dug his heels into the sides of the rebellious nighthorse. It tossed its head, tearing at the bit, just as surly as its rider to be cast out into the forest in the middle of the night. Bashru settled deeper into his cloak as a drenching rain began to fall. Omens were not looking good.
Alex listened to the lilting music of hidden fairy musicians in a garden courtyard. It was late afternoon, the sky almost green with oncoming dusk. He sat on a bench next to a running stream, watching the sidhe who sat on the grass, laughing and playing some game of lights and mazes. Leanan was among them, having left his side to join her brethren in the game. Her laughter drifted above the others, her golden hair and ivory skin a beacon that unerringly drew his eye.
His days had been filled with her. She never left his side, save when he retired into his silken room. He had yet to decide whether she was his guard or his protector. She served both duties equally well. She kept her predatory fellows from molesting him, and kept him from veering too far from the path she and her father chose that he follow. Sometimes he found himself staring at her. At her perfectly beautiful alien features. And he would blink and find time elapsed and her staring back at him with patient amusement. He thought she found him childish and stupid. Clumsy and indelicate. He felt it, among these gliding, graceful creatures.
She had taken him to feast for three nights, each evening retiring before the sidhe could commence their after-dinner amusements. Azeral occasionally indulged in small talk, but little else. They all watched him, he thought. At one point or another, each set of eyes rested on him as if he were the next course of the meal and they waited only for Azeral’s command to feast on him. He had nightmares about it. Himself at their mercy, with no Leanan to hold them back. He dreamed of hurtful hands and malicious minds that crushed his own puny will with neglectful ease. Sometimes in the dream, Leanan came and pulled him from their clutches and he clung to her. She always smiled her patient smile, held him against her perfect breast and made him forget.
He never remembered the dreams totally. Always he woke and could only grasp snatches of what they did to him. But Leanan’s participation was never dulled. He remembered each detail of her with crystal clarity. Never once did his old nightmares haunt him. The lapping of waves and the wail of twin engines and fifty caliber machine gun fire were wretched, puny fears compared to the worries that ate at the subconscious here. If he dreamed of Victoria he could not recall. Sometimes he had a hard time constructing her face in his memory. A tumbling wave of red hair and a pale face. But the features always blurred and melted into something more alien, something more irrevocably beautiful. There were days he forgot to think about her at all.
“We go on hunt this night.” A voice startled him and he blinked, staring up at a female sidhe that stood over him. Her hair was as dark as the high sidhe’s hair tended to get – russet with strands of gold. Her face was angular and long. Cold beauty compared to Leanan’s welcoming warmth. He half remembered this woman from the feasts. She talked little, and always sat in observation when the others rose to dance or torment some hapless slave.
“Would you ride with us, human?” There was almost a hint of dare in her soft voice. He glanced back to the game. Leanan was looking in his direction, face serene as ever. She smiled at him. He could not tear his eyes away. The woman continued, a disembodied voice.
“Azeral, for some reason unknown to me, would enjoy your company. His daughter, of course, will ride.”
He swung his gaze back up to her. She had a brow lifted.
“Who are you?” he asked bluntly.
“Tyra, Mistress of the Hunt. Will you join us this night?”
He shrugged. If Leanan wanted it, he probably would. “Is my consent needed?” he inquired.
“No one who is unwilling rides in my Hunt,” she stated simply. She looked past him, at Leanan who had risen and was approaching. She inclined her head with a relaxed smile and walked on. Leanan paid her no heed. She sat down next to Alex.
“Did the mistress of hunts ask your favor to join the hunt?”
“I suppose. You’re going?”
“Of course. It has been long since the court participated in a great hunt. It will be a most exhilarating experience. Especially for you, this being your first.”
“My first,” he chewed on the inside of his cheek, forcing his eyes away from her face. “What exactly do we hunt?”
Leanan grinned. “Tyra will find something. Something exceptional since we’ve been waiting so long.”
The great hunt always took place at the midnight hour. The witching hour. The pinnacle of night. Alex supposed it had some ritual meaning. Leanan said that the power of the night was at its peak at midnight. Night creatures were their most powerful, and the court wanted the challenge of hunting a beast at its prime.
The hunt left far before that hour. They set out in mass, almost the whole of the court, decked out in their finest riding dress. They rode high stepping nighthorses with attendants trailing behind carrying baskets of food and instruments to entertain while they traveled and waited for the prey to be found. They galloped down the spiraling mountain path into the wood. The great ones at the fore, Azeral, Tyra and the higher lords seemed to do something to the forest that made it blur and vacillate. The solidity of the world was threatened. The sky darkened and lightened with stars that were there one moment and covered by clouds the next.
Alex stared, unnerved at Leanan at his side. She was dressed in black. Breathtakingly so. Filmy gauze that flew out behind her as her mount ran, barely containing the ample flesh of her breasts as she bounced with the gait. Her hair was speckled with dark gems, loose and falling about her face. Her skin was pale and flushed in the night’s bluish glow, her eyes large and excited.
“What’s happening to the wood?” he asked.
“What do you mean? The holes?”
He nodded, uncertainly.
“Nothing worthy to hunt lives near the keep. Our prey resides a great distance away. We merely skip stretches of land to make our journey shorter.”
“What do you mean, ‘skip’?”
“My father creates a hole, so to speak, and it opens on the side we’re on and leads to another place. It can only be done if you’re familiar with both places. The Mistress of Hunts knows where the prey is, so Azeral picks the locations from her memory and creates the holes for us all to follow.”
“Oh.”
The landscape altered again and they were in deeper forest, with older trees and more twined undergrowth. The sidhe took it all in stride. Alex felt nausea just from the knowledge of what they were doing. Someone passed a wineskin to Leanan and she took a sip and passed it on to him. He took a grateful gulp and someone else took it out of his hands.
Up ahead, Tyra called a halt to the progress. The court came to an unwieldy stop, mounts milling about in suppressed eagerness. Sidhe started to dismount, giving their reins over to attendants. Alex leaned close to Leanan and asked what was happening.
“We’ll wait until the midnight hour before we start the hunt,” she explained. “The prey is near.” She slipped down from her horse and he followed suit. She waded into the crowd and found a bendithy with a basket. She took it and a skin of wine and settled under a moss-covered tree. Others were splitting off into groups, disappearing into the wood. Alex sat down near Leanan, attention attracted by Azeral and the luminous female Sidhe he bent over. Their blending was almost sympathetic. Gold and gold, inhuman grace, long graceful limbs. Movements that might have been a choreographed dance. Leanan followed his gaze, her eyes were not quite warm.
“Ah, my father and his Lady. Pretty pair, no?”
“Your mother?”
Leanan laughed sharply. “No, thank the four gods. Neferia is merely his current favorite.”
“She’s beautiful.”
“As beautiful as I?” She turned her attention fully back to him, her eyes suddenly magnetic. He drew a breath and tried to think of all the politically correct things to say. But her breasts were spilling out of her décolleté and her face was mesmerizing. Words failed him. He felt vaguely pressed, as if she were forcing something from him that he did not wish to give.
“No,” he finally whispered, thoughts reeling. He was having a hard time remembering exactly where they were and what they were about.
She smiled. “So sweet of you.” She filled a goblet for him and daintily picked at the sweetmeats in the basket. The wine made him dizzy. He should have declined, but it was so hard to deny Leanan anything she wanted and she wanted him to drink it. He feared that his scant ability with the horse would be diminished completely with the drink. He tried to tell her so, but she laughed and promised not to let him fall. He honestly did not see how she might prevent it.
He leaned against the tree, his cheek against soft moss, and watched the sidhe. A pair of lovers had shed their robes and twined in the cradle of tree roots. Undulating bodies, male and male and both disturbingly beautiful. Not far from them, a sidhe lord was caressing a favorite slave. A fragile fairy that could have been male, could have been female. It responded to the touches as if they were its lifeblood. On a bed of clover two males and a female twined, devouring each other as if particular body parts were succulent fruits.
Alex was too drunk to blush. Too high to remember human values. Human values meant nothing here. Morality was a word that the sidhe put their own definition to. To observe was sensual and darkly exhilarating. Without the strength of the wine to back him, he could never have looked on so calmly.
“What do you see?” Leanan leaned close to him, whispered in his ear.
“I see two men sharing a woman,” he felt inclined to whisper back.
“Maybe she’s sharing them,” Leanan suggested. “Do you like it?”
He turned slowly to look at her, scant inches from him. He furrowed his brow, trying to remember something important. It slipped away from him elusively.
“I don’t know.” He felt confused now. And a little angry at the bewilderment. “Do you?”
She kissed him in answer. She curled her fingers in his hair and pulled him forward. She tasted of wine and honey. All velvet and silk when her small tongue won its way past his teeth. Sensation was all he could feel or think. The pure sensation of her. He melted into her, fingers in her hair. He pushed her back against the tree. Some part of him was surprised at the languor that infested him. Not wild excitement or furious need, but a slow, all encompassing lazy desire that was content to revel in the pure feel of her mouth and body. It was almost as if they weren’t his emotions at all.
She pulled away abruptly, leaving him dazed. He barely noticed the sidhe moving towards their mounts, only peripherally aware of the excitement in the air. Leanan pulled him to his feet, beckoning him forward with her eyes. The hunt was beginning. It passed in a blur.
They spread through the wood like a plague of color. They raised melodic voices in war cries and pursued something huge and forest colored. It fought them on its terms. Mundane and animal fierce, and they protected themselves magically. Invisible armor that the thing could not pierce. He never got close enough to see it while it lived. Just glimpses through the trees of something lichen covered and swift. True to tell, he was not thinking overly much about it. Thoughts were centered on Leanan and nothing else could get a grip to intrude. His mount joined the others around the carcass when it was over, and he stared dumbly at it. At a wound that could have been made by a thirty millimeter shell in a hide as broad as a mammoth. God knew what had made that since they carried no weapons save for silver daggers. They were jubilant, the sidhe. They rejoiced and laughed and planned a fabulous homecoming. They left the attendants to skin the carcass and the majority of them rode for home. Azeral opened holes in reality and they danced through them until the keep stood before them, outlined against the moon.
Leanan took him by the hand and led him through the revelers. A few hands reached out to touch him. Bold enough to caress Azeral’s human in the adrenaline high of a successful hunt. Could any hunt not be successful? She took him to his room and followed him in. Wordlessly wrapped her arms around him and kissed him. He was sinking again. Helplessly caught in her web. Not caring. It was so warm and electrifying, to have her hands on him. To feel her fingers on his flesh as she disrobed him and pushed him down into the pillows. She touched him everywhere. With her fingers, her lips, her sharp teeth. His mind flooded with images of her...with Leanan herself. She invaded him there in the most private of places while she brought him physically to life and urged him to invade her. He did. With abandon. There was nothing but Leanan. If there had ever been anything else, she did not allow him to remember.
He reached his climax too quickly, but she would not let him release. She held him in check with her body and her magic while she sought her own pleasure. He wanted to scream with the delicious frustration, the exquisite pleasure. She smothered it with her mouth, pulling him down and binding him to her with her slender arms. She kept the movement, never stopping, never letting him descend from the pinnacle she had brought them to. It almost hurt. Body and mind cried for release. He felt her in his head, beautiful, graceful, erotic beyond belief. She beckoned him to join her there. Whispered encouragement when he struggled ineffectually to free mental restraints and soar with her in that new manner. She wrapped her legs around him and thrusting upwards hard, she let the physical climax come and he gasped in joy. And something ruptured.
Something in his mind ripped and tore free. He could see her now, inside him, a bright beautiful bird that danced about his sluggish self. He reached out mental hands and touched her. He could feel her. Her warmth, her presence. She led him on, coupling with him and it was more than the physical sex could ever have been. She led him outside of the sweating bodies, drew him up into the sky and let him fly. He cried in awe. He cried at the world as he had never seen it before. The stars were white lights in the darkness, the moon a bulbous globe that beckoned. He could fly to the moon. She held him from trying with a caress. She demanded that he pour the newfound joy into her, pulled it from him. Desperately he grabbed to stop the theft, but she was too strong, too clever for him. So he searched for more.
He opened a cleft and it poured in faster than she could take it from him. He was content to share with her. He was content to lie in her embrace exposed and besotted by what she had awakened. He trusted her. She told him he could trust her. No barriers between them. He had no notion how to raise the unnatural defense and she gently crumbled natural ones, insisting that it was for his own good, that he needed her guidance. He could do naught but believe in her. Let her walk the paths of his most secret inner self. She found his innermost fears and made light of them, banished them with a flick of her will. Traveled his memories, his cherished pictures of home and childhood and friendships gone by, and she made them inconsequential. She discovered his passions and his loves and they were nothing next to the glory that was Leanan. She made him forget and he let her.
Then there was another. He started at the unfamiliar intrusion, reflexively snapping to attention and trying to force it out. But it was in him, and too powerful to oust. It made Leanan look tiny and pale. It was not gentle nor did it make excuses for its trespass. It ripped to shreds the walls Leanan had gently lowered and imprinted its will on his own. He cried out, struggling, shocked into hesitation and stupor. That was all it took. There was no fighting it. Only panic and fear, and the suffocation of free will. There was no will but the will of that power. He cried in desperation one last time, appealing to Leanan. But she watched impassively. A speck of light in the blackness that was descending like a great hand crushing the breath from him. Then nothing. Nothing.
Azeral crouched in the darkness, hair falling over his shoulders. Two naked bodies lay before him. The pale skin of his daughter against the darker of the human. She smiled up at him, arms wrapped about her lover whose tear-streaked face was pressed to her breast.
“You did well,” he complimented her, placing a hand on her hip.
“It was not so distasteful a task,” she purred. The look of fulfillment was in her eyes. He looked at the boy. Not displeasing, for a lesser creature. Humans had always been a fascination of Sidhe. He ran a hand down skin that was not as soft as sidhe skin, but smooth and taut and covering lean muscles. And his. Leanan had opened the channel to earthly magic and had laid defenses bare and Azeral had swooped down for the kill, binding mind and will to him.
It could not have been done once the boy realized the power and learned even some small degree of skill with it. The binding had to be done at the first discovery of magic, at the climax of mental release when he was defenseless against intrusion. Sex was the easiest path to that defenselessness for men. The moment when they felt most powerful and were most vulnerable. The moment when the woman held mercy in her hands and so skillfully and gratifyingly pretended that she was the receiver, the weaker of sexes.
The boy belonged to him now, and Azeral had experienced a pinnacle of his own upon that realization, upon the feel of earthly magic that had been forever out of his reach filling a vessel that he held control over. The human could draw the unused magic of earth. Azeral could draw the power of the human.
He would have to be careful. His binding was complete, and there were no natural defenses that he had left whole. It would be too easy to burn the vessel out. It was too valuable to risk that. Careful tutoring, careful training was what was required.
He sat down beside them, calming his breathing. Leanan continued to look at him, stroking her human’s back. He leaned over the boy to kiss her lips, then whispered against them.
“I give him to your care, daughter. Be careful with him. He’s fragile and precious.”
“Trust me,” she smiled and he sat back thinking she was too much like him and not enough like her mother, who could very well be trusted. But of course, her mother hated him and would be surely content if he were dead. He thought that fine lady would be aghast at the new power he had claimed for his own. It was a pleasing thought.
He kissed the boy’s slack lips, tasting his daughter upon them and she laughed softly, pressing against his shoulder, twining her fingers in his as they explored his new possession more thoroughly.
The wind had picked up and gained an ally in the form of a light rain. It pattered softly on the leaves above, occasionally hitting Victoria as she walked the forest path. It was almost sunrise. Another sunrise in this land. She was alone. She was not frightened by the fact. She was tired, drained. Both emotionally and physically. Magically, she did not know how she was. Or what. She thought she might have been a monster. An anomaly, like Jackal and Hyde. A crazed, wild thing overcome by her own power. She felt corrupted. Dirty. She had used up all the tears in her long ago, when she had first fled. Tears of shame and horror at what she had become. What had she become? That she could create such beauty and yet plummet to such depths of moral taboo.
That she could want something not even of her own race. No! Not her. She, Victoria, had not desired him. It had been the power driving her. Like some scheming split personality that took over her own. She despised him for driving her to it. She hoped him dead. But she knew he was not. She knew in her heart with a clenching certainty of dread that he would not give up so easily.
A racking sob that she had no tears to give up to escaped her. Oh, Alex. Where are you. I need you!
She needed to explain. To have him tell her he understood that she had not been at fault. To have him tell her she was not a freak. Just to hold her. She needed that more than anything. She needed to know he was all right. With all this newfound power of hers, it seemed reasonable that she might find him. That she might call out to him as she had the sprites and the fairy. But she was terrified to use it. If she called it forth it would consume her again and she would cease to be Victoria and become the wild creature whose primal urges controlled her. She could not risk that again. She had to keep the thing coiling inside her tightly leashed.
So she walked through the forest, desolate. Hating herself, but unafraid. For the first time in her life she had no fear of physical harm. Mentally she was terrified. God, yes! But nothing that might attack her from the forest raised doubt. She came to the edge of the forest and paused in the lush undergrowth, staring at the rolling plain land. They went on forever. There was no telling where the sidhe might be. To walk them, without cover seemed foolish. If any sidhe lived under the hills, they would not open their dwellings to her, a human woman. And there were no berries or fruits to find on the plains. She sat down, under a tree and pulled her knees up to her chest. There was such pain there. Too much agonizing. Too little sleep.
The fairies, those not huddling in the far corners of the Alkeri’na in terror, were greatly distraught. They chattered in agitation that was in no wise normal fairy behavior. No few of them wilted from unaccustomed worry. Most of them had done nothing other than dance and cavort about the endless reaches of the great wood for the duration of their immortal lives. Very few had ever seen death, other than what nature and its predators inflicted upon the unwary denizens of the forest. Most certainly none had ever touched death. Very few had seen one of their own kind struck down with violence. They had done both of those impossible things in the period of one night. Most could not cope. Those that could whispered amongst themselves in hysterical undertones. Death was still in their midst and they had no wish to keep it there.
The woman had gone, she had left Death. They wanted no part of it. None of them had ever heard tell of assassins or Ciagenii, but they instinctively knew that what lay trapped with the claws of tree roots wrapped about its limbs was deadly and boded nothing but ill for innocent fairy folk. They wanted it gone. They wanted...and this was a new emotion for fairy kind...revenge for their losses. They did not know how to go about either course. They feared going near. To release or to kill. They muttered and argued, wringing slender hands. And finally the eldest, the two that had seen the most of the world and of life, were elected to creep out into the glade and deal with the dark intruder.
They clutched limbs, both of them, in trembling hands. They circled the still form and darted nervous glances into the foliage that concealed their brethren. They almost bolted back into the wood, at a movement of Death’s head as he observed them. They stood trembling under the quiet gaze, mesmerized by glittering sidhe eyes. Death was a sidhe. They knew sidhe. Knew the forest sidhe who dwelt in secrecy and hunted at night. Sidhe were not all bad. But there were some, who lived far away who were. They had heard rumors of those. But this one was more like the forest sidhe, earth colored and not overly tall.
One of the fairies lifted his limb like a club. The eyes kept staring, unflinching and the elder lost his nerve. The club dropped and he turned desperately to his accomplice who looked no more certain. They both wanted so much to be gone from this place. They wanted to dance in far away groves.
The one bent suddenly and tore at the roots binding one arm. The other stared for a moment, then crouched to help loosen the wood. They could not quite unbend it, but they made the dirt under it give enough for the sidhe to wriggle his arm free. They jumped back as he did that, sprinting for the wood, trusting Death to free himself. The mass of them fled, scattering through the wood. Not one cared to wait and see what Death would do. It would be quite a long while before they invited another outsider to share in their dance.
She started awake with the thrill of a forest fowl. She was awkward and cramped between the roots of the twisted tree she rested under. It was a bad position for sleep. She looked out past the forest line. The sun drifted toward the horizon of hills. It turned the sky a muddy orange. After so long within the wood, it was refreshing to watch evening turn to night. What sunsets she had seen here in Elkhavah were spectacular, untainted by pollution and enhanced by the very magic of the land. And the land did have magic. She could sense it underlying the earth, the thin veneer of bark on the tree she rested on, in the spring at which she had slacked her thirst. This world was vibrant with it. Comfortable. It was an ancient magic, that was vast and well controlled. How the mindless earth could possess so much greater a power than what resided within her and remain calm and serene amazed her. She was afraid to even look for the faintly glowing aura that surrounded flowers and vegetation. Afraid that even such small dalliance would create the foundation from which she would loose herself.
The undergrowth to her left stirred. She drew a breath, dreading intrusion. Branches snapped and something ungainly forced its way forward. Great amber eyes, framed by leaves and bramble, peered out at her. It paused, then thrust the whole of its sturdy, gray-furred body towards her.
The gulun kit bawled out its annoyance at having to track her down. It twitched its long ears and walked right up the length of her to plant its paws of her chest. Victoria laughed in delighted surprise. Flabbergasted that the cub had found her after her roundabout trek. She buried fingers in the deep plush of its fur and hugged it to her. Phoebe’s complaints turned to rather deafening purrs. There was no judgment in the gulun. No abhorrence or fear in what Victoria was now capable of. Merely glad acceptance of her company.
“What are we going to do, baby?” she breathed into soft fur. Phoebe, of course, had no answer. She only stretched her claws and demanded her belly scratched.
Victoria did so for a while, lulled by cat purrs and warmth. Slowly, she became aware of another presence. As the realization grew, the fine hairs on her arms prickled. It was a quiet sense of presence, calm and patient. Almost, it willed her to take note of it. Carefully, she searched the darkening forest. If it was Dusk, she would never see him if he wished otherwise. But her very awareness of the presence led her to the belief that it was not the assassin.
Then she directed her gaze upwards and saw her observer. Motionless, but not taking overmuch care to conceal herself, Aloe crouched on a sturdy limb. Her eyes were shadowed and the light of her soul tightly shuttered. Victoria could sense nothing of her. She blinked up at the sidhe, for a moment doubting her own vision.
“Aloe?”
The sidhe did not move. There was a wariness to her. A tension. Victoria drew a shaky breath, feeling herself the cause of the vigilance. She rubbed her cheek against Phoebe.
“You brought Phoebe back to me. Honestly, I’d almost forgotten her.”
The sidhe stared silently and Victoria got the impression she was being observed inwardly as well as outward. Finally Aloe shifted and her critical gaze wondered from Victoria to the hills beyond the fringe of forest.
“What did you do?”
“What?” Victoria was startled by the quiet seriousness of the voice.
“What have you been doing these last few days?”
“H-How do you mean?” she stuttered.
The sidhe shrugged gracefully. “Altered weather patterns. Enough noise to call the dead from Annwn in the forest. The fairy folk fled to the far reaches...you’ve been busy.”
“Oh,” Victoria mouthed. “That. I-I’m sorry. Did I do all that? I wasn’t quite myself for a while, but I’m better now. I think. How did you know about it all?”
“How could I not? Your magic has no control. It blares like thunder clap.”
“I couldn’t help it. I didn’t even know I was doing it...not all of it. I wasn’t sure about the storm. It seemed a little coincidental. It was so easy, it just swept me away. You’ve got to help me! You said you would.”
The sidhe held up a hand to quell her rising hysteria. “Calm. I said I knew those who could. You’ve got it under control now. Hardly a peep out of you. You’ll do all right. I just was not certain for a bit how to take you. Your magic is strange. I’ve never met a sorceress with so much power and so little control. I don’t know if you are entirely safe.”
“Sorceress? Is that what I am?”
Aloe shrugged. “Maybe. Do you have a human term you prefer?”
Victoria shook her head. “How do I do these things? Where did I get this power?”
“Human magic. I suppose it comes from human realms. I’m not an expert on your kind, Victoria. Ashara is. Talk with her.”
“Who is Ashara?”
“Lady of the Liosalfar. Very wise. Very powerful. She’s been to your mortal land many times. The Liosalfar live past the Hollow Hills. It was where I was taking you before you disappeared.”
“Disappeared? It was Dusk. He took me away against my will.”
“The Ciagenii? The Father will not be pleased to know ‘That’ was under his hill. What did you do with him?”
Victoria shook her head, not wanting to get into that particular subject. “I evaded him. He’s probably still out there looking for me.”
“Evaded? You are talented. Well, if he is looking, we had better not dally here.”
“It’s almost night,” Victoria reminded the sidhe. “Should we travel in the dark? Truth to tell, I’m very tired.”
“I’d rather risk the hills in darkness than the forest with a Ciagenii on the prowl. And this one does seem to be persistent. I’d also not wish to inflict ourselves on more of the hill sidhe if he insists on invading their domain in search of you. Unspeakably rude, you know. But what laws ever extended to Ciagenii anyway?”
“All right.” Victoria put Phoebe down and climbed stiffly to her feet. She was uncomfortable on the subject of Dusk, but vaguely curious to find out something more of the elusive assassin.
“Is it magic he uses, to totally shield himself? I could never see the inner light that everything else here has.”
Aloe leaped down from her perch and cast Victoria a skeptical glance. “He has no magic. No Ciagenii does. You see no soul-light because he has no soul. He’s a running dog. A creature that belongs to another. His soul was taken from him at birth and sold whatever lord bid the most to have a Ciagenii all of his own.”
“His mother sold him?” Victoria gaped.
“It’s the way. Ciagenii are...rare. Sought after. Your personal pest is probably one of five or six in the whole of Elkhavah. They are born with an inner knowledge, a reflexive sense, if you will, to know the one mortal weakness of every living creature. There is nothing alive that a Ciagenii cannot kill. What you have after you, my human companion is very, very deadly.”
“So they sell them. They take their souls?”
“Would you have a slave that could kill you in the blink of an eye and not have the ultimate control over him? Believe me, betrayal to the one who holds your soul is unthinkable.”
There was dancing. It was slow and surreal. Alex spun in ever widening circles with his arms around Leanan’s slender waist, her hands about his neck. Her skirts whipped about his legs, her tiny bare feet soundless on the marble floors. Other couples danced about them, graceful and almost studied in their movements. The fairy musicians followed the ever wandering court as it danced. Their eyes were mournful and jealous. The court had no care. The drink and the night and the smell of incense chased conscious thought far away. There was only the eyes of the one you danced with, and the flickering of torch light on endless columns and the fog that tangled about their ankles. They danced in silence, no conversation or laughter. Nothing but the pure strains of music and the soft swish of material or the silky rasp of flesh against flesh.
There was nothing more. Nothing beyond the night. Nothing beyond the enchantment of the sidhe. The dance went on for eternity.
They traveled the night away and all of the next day. Victoria found strength somewhere. She and Aloe talked very little. But it was a comfortable silence. Companionable. They walked, and Aloe hunted for Phoebe’s meals as well as their own. She showed Victoria where to look for tasty roots and how to call up a tidy cook fire when no wood or tender was available. It was a small magic, little more than calling forth the tiny dancing lights. Victoria delighted in it. It did not strain the fabric of her personality. She made fire flicker on the tip of her finger like a child with a new toy. Aloe looked on patiently. It was the first act of skill she had used her power on. The other things had come naturally, or as the result of emotional outbreak. She’d had no more control than she did over her breath. She could slow it, or even pause in it for a while, but she could not stop it. The fire was a concentrated effort. It was a discipline. And in the concentration and discipline, she found control.
“If you can’t control magic,” Aloe said to her once, “then it controls you. The more magic, the more control, or what happened to you happens. You loose yourself. We all have experiences with things like that, when we first learn to harness power. Just not so blatant.”
Victoria was perfectly happy. She now knew that what dwelled inside her could be tamed. It was a matter of learning how. She asked the sidhe to teach her something else, and after some thought, Aloe told her how to go about shielding her inner-self. Protecting the sensitive core of her soul. Aloe bade her try and see her own soul light and hard as she attempted, Victoria could not.
“You have to learn to construct a shield. A purely mental wall around your will and your soul. Shielding is easy. It’s reflexive once you get the hang of it.”
So she worked at the shield inside herself. Found it difficult to construct at first, found that drawing power and directing it inwards more complicated than affecting some outside subject. Her initial attempts were inept and Aloe easily wormed her way past the haphazard shields. Each time she did, she pointed out the misconstruction and Victoria shored up that portion of her faulty wall. Finally she had a combination of tactics that Aloe declared adequate if ungainly. She was amazed at the strength of the gawky shield. They worked on perfecting and polishing it for most of their walk southward across the Hallow Hills.
Everyone should have a shield, she was told. Otherwise they might easily fall prey to some superior power and find their selves intruded upon. There were too many powers, Aloe said darkly, that were only too happy to enslave minions by a sheer drowning of one soul lit by a vastly superior one.
“But,” Victoria argued, “the soul is not a physical thing, or even mental. It’s an essence. How can you overpower an essence? A mind, a will, that I can see, but a soul?”
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