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How do you convince an ice dragon to give you
a tear when you’re only three inches high? What do you do when
you’re dumped off at night in a bog filled with wraiths, and told
“Hope to see you in the morning”?

Every spryte must survive the nine Rites to
earn their wings and become full-fledged feyree. Guided by cowled
Mentors and the Dolmen loremaster, Danai and her podmates confront
adventures that will reveal more about themselves and their realm
of Lampion than they could possibly dream. And it will cost some
their lives – or worse. But nobody can foresee that these Feyree
Rites of Krisalys are going to change everything beyond anyone’s
imaginings.

Crossover’s
gripping adventure weaves a fascinating saga in
which feyree struggle through increasingly dangerous Rites in a
quest to earn their wings, even as shadows of a forgotten prophecy
gather to change their realm.

 


WHAT REVIEWERS ARE SAYING...

 


“I give a resounding “Wow!”
for Claudia Newcorn’s new book, Crossover. This intelligently written
adventure involving old grudges, ambition, love and other
dimensions of existence, also speaks to the difficulties of growing
up and making independent responsible choices.... Interesting and
unique, this is simply a wonderfully written, action-filled,
thoughtful fantasy book.” -
ReaderViews.com

 


“Be prepared for a lengthy
adventure if you open these pages, for if you choose to read this
book, you will not want to put it down, and even after you have
done with it, you may find it difficult to let it go from your
mind... The author does a tremendous job of thrusting the reader
immediately into the midst of the Rites and there’s nary a dull
moment from cover to cover... a fiercely entertaining journey of a
book.” - Faerie Magazine

 


“With Crossover, Claudia Newcorn has crafted
a truly imaginative and breathtaking fantasy realm. Her engrossing
storytelling and great attention to detail put Crossover among the top tier of
fantasy books, on par with the famous works of Tolkien. Newcorn has
even developed a wholly original language system for her characters
and fictional world, raising the bar yet another notch.”
- Chart Magazines
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“I am anxiously awaiting the
publication of Newcorn’s final book in this series… The
Krisalys Chronicles of Feyree trilogy would make a great addition to anyone’s library… they
belong there right next to other great series like
Lord of The Rings by
J.R.R. Tolkien or Inheritance
by Christopher Paolini.” -
Rebecca’s Reads

 


“A modern day masterpiece...
truly unique and difficult to put down. I can’t begin to
recommend Dark Fire enough.” - Chart Publishing

 


“A fascinating
journey... Dark Fire is an exciting read and a fascinating journey.”
- Faerie Magazine

 


What do you do when you know
the very survival of your realm is threatened – and nobody will
listen? A riveting tale of magic, danger, plots, dreams, and
ultimate betrayal that will engulf two realms, forcing feyree,
dwarves, and ael into a perilous struggle to discern truth from
trouble as two ancient prophecies pit friends against each other in
a battle of beliefs.
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Chapter I

 


 


The cool musty shade
of the toadstool was a welcome escape.

Leaning back against the thick stem, Danai
watched as feyree danced and pirouetted in flight, their colorful
wings flickering in the sunlight as if a rainbow were scattering
itself through the air. Some swooped down to the laden trestle
tables for a goblet of goldenvine dew, a nibble of nuts. Others
gathered near the musicians, laughing as they clapped along to the
lively tune of skirling pipes, windhorns and throbbing tambours,
laced with the vibrant thrum of harps.

Clumps of wingless sprytes stood apart, deep
in conversation. Danai guessed they too were worrying about the
impending Rites. She shoved away her nightmare by gazing about the
meadow of the Great Dell where the trees and new grass were
blushing the pale green of early spring.

What if she failed Krisalys? Then what? She
had heard whispers of sprytes who did not return. One never heard
why. She knew only that the Rites had to be passed by every spryte
if they were to acquire the skills and knowledge necessary to live
in their realm of Lampion, and earn their wings to become
fully-fledged feyree. She shuddered her shoulders, trying to
relieve the itch of her wing bumps. The dream of the strangling
cocoon washed back up into her memory.

Already the sun was beginning to wester,
crowning the Shehn on whose massive branches the first oak
leaves were unfurling. Clumps of Lunasaberries clung to the smaller
branches, the white globes peering out from among dark green
leaves. When Lunasa rose, his full face turned to bestow his
blessing, the Rites would commence.

A merry laugh intertwined with a giggle
passed nearby. Danai glimpsed Aaron and Tatia weaving their way
through the stubby grass blades. Aaron’s golden skin and hair
contrasted sharply against Tatia’s pearl and black. Each carried a
goblet of dew. They vanished into a hawthorn bush, where new pink
buds wove a concealing screen.

Despite her worries, Danai smiled wryly. The
aphrodisiac qualities of goldenvine dew were well known. It was a
standing joke in Goldyn Vale that Tatia had indulged so often, it
had caused her promiscuous personality. Since coupling was
forbidden during the Rites, they both appeared to be getting in a
last romp before the Mentors’ summons. As if I know anything about
coupling anyway, Danai sighed.

She glanced about the Dell, noting that
almost all the sprytes from the outlying dells, glens and vales had
arrived, most on bird back. A few stragglers were just touching
down. She spied a raven back-flapping to land beside the Trykle,
the small creek that meandered from the wood across the Dell. She
recognized her close friend Pook and another spryte climbing off
its back.

“Danai?” Bright azure eyes peeked under the
toadstool’s rim, then Triasa squatted down to face her niece. “May
I join you?” At Danai’s nod, she folded her cobalt wings, ducked
beneath, and settled down on the soft moss. “Let me guess.
Krisalys?”

Danai did not answer, and Triasa found
herself once again musing over her niece’s unusual coloring—silver
hair, skin, and emerald eyes. The old chant came to mind.

Silver, silver, green.

In youth remains unseen.

WingEd, changes brings

future that has been.

She set it aside. Not even the Teaching
Skalds knew what it meant, but tradition required all younglings
learn the rhyme. She waited, fingering the intricate gold Charmer
amulet nestled at her throat, symbol of her chosen Calling among
the feyree. Her work with the wood folk required the utmost
patience for they distrusted magic and kept a cautious distance.
Sometimes silence asked the best questions of all.

“I don’t think I’m ready,” Danai whispered,
hugging her knees. “I keep having that terrible nightmare. I’m
wrapped, blind, deaf, dumb. Unable to break free. Smothering while
everybody stands about and laughs and laughs. I’m dying for my
wings and nobody will help me. I feel myself die, and exist
motionless in a gray-blue silence of nothing. I never become a
feyree.” She turned despairing eyes on her aunt. “I know I must
sound ridiculous to you—yet... is there nothing you can tell
me?”

Triasa tucked an escaped strand of silver
back into her carefully plaited red hair, then shook her head. “You
know I may not speak of the Rites,” she gently rebuked. “Each of
you must discover your Self and your Calling during the trials you
will undergo.” She paused, absently drumming her fingers on the
ground. How could she reassure Danai that fear was to be expected
when poised on an abyss of change into which there was no choice
but to fall? But the Mentors and the Dolmen closely scrutinized the
sprytes’ actions throughout the Rites, and could discern if one
knew too much. Such a violation would force both spryte and feyree
to forever forfeit their wings for breaching the cloak of secrecy
that surrounded these sacred rituals.

“Listen well.” She gazed out at the Dell, a
relaxed smile creasing the corners of her mouth and eyes, her voice
barely a whisper. “Panic is a poor leader. Only a clear mind has
good judgment and can solve a problem. There is nothing to fear but
your self.” She paused, and her voice brightened. “The Skalds have
trained you well, you are capable, smart, and if I do say so
myself, quite talented.”

She punctuated the last words with her rich
laugh. Danai leaned over and hugged her hard, hiding for a moment
in the safe return embrace. She had been fostered out to Triasa as
a youngling, and loved and respected her gentle yet firm
manner.

“Come. Anticipation is a dirq with two
keen edges: delight and fear.” Triasa eased from under the
toadstool, and held out her hand to Danai. “Only the Mother and
Lunasa know the future. Even though the Rites commence this
gloaming, we also celebrate Spring, the blossom time, the season of
rebirth. Let us go listen to Skalds Rianya and Amryn sing the tale
of the birth of our beautiful realm of Lampion. Listen! The Orpheii
are gathering with them near the sacred Shehn. Come.”

* * * * * *

Danai shivered as she stood waiting on the
stream bank. Lunasa’s silvery light seemed only to darken the
forest shadows. Water droplets pearled her waist-length hair, and
the air was permeated by the sharp scent of crushed rosemary that
her Mentor had scrubbed her with during the ritual bath. After, her
Mentor had slipped a plum-colored tunic over her head, then
disappeared into the shadows. The first Rite, the Cleansing, so far
had only been breathtaking because of the snow-chilled waters.

In the soft waiting silence, she thought of
how Mentor Melitsa had strode forth with the other Mentors from
among the ancient Shehn’s gnarled roots. Their steps matched the
beat of the pounding tambours, until each stood before a spryte.
They looked as Danai imagined wraiths might appear—draped in
ground-sweeping hooded robes that flowed about them like thick
brown water, wings covered, faces absorbed in the darkness of
cavernous cowls, hands swallowed by wide-mouthed sleeves. Cold,
impersonal, silent forms that would rule their lives until the
final Rite of Krisalys.

Close by a startled bird gave a half-chirp.
Danai staggered, choking back a cry of pain as someone grabbed her
hair and nearly yanked her off her feet. She twisted her head and
glimpsed a cowled figure.

“Stand.”

She stood still. Obedience was paramount when
an Order was given by any Mentor. She winced as she heard the thin
hiss of metal being drawn from its sheath.

The shadowy figure hacked away, showing no
mercy or concern for Danai’s burning scalp. In moments, a coarse
silver thatch was all that remained, and the figure melted into the
darkness. Danai blinked away tears, gazing down at the long silver
locks curling about her feet.

“Spryte, come.” Melitsa appeared and tapped
her on the left shoulder, evincing no reaction to her Charge’s
ransacked appearance.

They slipped through the forest. Her hearing
made acute from pain and nerves, Danai thought she could detect the
faintest rustles as other pairs converged upon the Dell, now devoid
of all traces of the earlier celebration. Glancing about she
realized all the sprytes had been shorn. Why, we look like
thistles, she thought, surprised to discover some shred of
humor.

There were twenty-seven members in her pod,
as a group of sprytes were known. Twenty-seven, one lumna. Lunasa’s
sacred number, the time it took for him to look away from, then
return his gaze to Lampion,

as he did tonight in full Solas. They were
herded into a group, then encircled by a matching number of Mentors
who waited like watching pillars. Lunasa hung directly overhead,
austere in his realm of stars, drowning the Dell in silver light
without shadows. Far off, a fox gave a shrill bark, an owl
screamed.

A Mentor detached itself from the circle, and
eased back its cowl. The sprytes gasped. It was the Dolmen.

The almost unbearably white skin emitted a
dull gleam, unlike the faint shimmering bodyglow of most feyree. No
wrinkles cragged its gaunt face, and the hairless skull seemed to
absorb rather than reflect light. Ebony bird-like eyes glared out
from silver-rimmed sockets, peering into each spryte’s face,
leaving them feeling as if their private self had been cored,
inspected, found wanting. Shoulders slumped or stiffened in
response. In those eternity of moments, each succumbed to the
Dolmen’s scouring scrutiny.

Danai caught her breath. The most Revered
One! The Most High of Loremasters! One that was neither male nor
female, higher than even the Lord and Lady of Revelstoke. The eyes
delved hers, and suddenly the urgent necessities of her life seemed
trivial, self-absorbed. She bit her lip.

At last, the Dolmen raised both hands, palms
out in formal greeting. “Sprytes of all Vales, all Dells, all
Glens. Thrice welcome be ye. The Mother greets ye. Lunasa greets
ye. We greet ye. Ye are about to embark on the Rites of Krisalys.
Ye risk death, perhaps worse. Ye may choose. Leave now. Or proceed.
But know that after this moment, there is only one path. Choose!”
Its voice cracked like a lightning-split stone.

Daring them. Denying them. Doubting them.

Not a spryte even breathed. The surrounding
woods waited in silence.

The Dolmen’s arms sank. There was a barely
perceptible nod. “So be it. Eight are the Rites ye shall endure.
The first is passed. Survive ye all, and only then shall ye
confront the ninth, the most sacred, the Rite of Krisalys!” Its
pale hands retrieved the hood, extinguishing the face, and it
stepped back into the circle.

Danai blinked and glanced about at her
podmates. She wondered if her face looked as dull and drained. As
if they had all been heaving great weights. A sudden thought pecked
at her. I had a chance to leave, and I didn’t take it. Why?

Unbidden, a second thought popped out. Now
I’m in for it.

* * * * * *

Danai collapsed by the creek, sucking for
air. Her myriad scratches burned with sweat. It seemed she had been
fleeing the whip-wielding Mentor for ever.

The Dolmen’s retreat had signaled the Mentors
to lunge at the sprytes, uncoiling hidden whips that nipped at
shoulders, buttocks, legs. With startled yelps, the sprytes had
scattered in all directions, fleeing into the woods.

Danai had stumbled and tripped over solid
shadows, shoved through clinging twigs, dodging the whip’s stinging
lash. Dawnshine brought no respite. Every time she had tried to
stop, the Mentor reappeared within moments, forcing her to lurch up
and onwards.

The tangy smell of sun-warmed pine needles
pierced her fog of desperation. Panic. Triasa had warned her not to
panic. But how could you not when being hunted without mercy? Then
figure out some way to stop the hunt, murmured a small voice from
within, like a clear draught of water bubbling through mud. Danai
scanned her surroundings. A heap of pine cones to the left, a
blister of pine saplings further down, the stream burbling to the
right. Forcing herself back to her feet, she dashed towards the
stream, deliberately scuffing through pine needles, then darted
behind the cones, careful to avoid their spiny points as she
crouched low to earth to peer between their thick scales.

The forest duff crunched behind a nearby
birch, and the Mentor appeared, whip tightly furled. It studied the
ground, then followed the scuff marks. Anger coiled behind Danai’s
eyes. She held her breath. Five feylengths. Four. The Mentor,
panting slightly, stepped past her hiding place. Now!

Bellowing with fury, she slammed into the
Mentor’s back, knocking the figure sprawling. She yanked the whip
away, then stepped aside, and cracked the long thong, savoring the
hissing snap. Slowly she raised it. Your turn, she thought, intent
on paying back her tormentor for the pain, the fear, the
self-doubt.

The cowl crumpled back as the figure rolled
over. Melitsa studied her Charge, still a little winded. She
observed Danai’s posture, and took a deep breath. Revenge could be
a clumsy mistress. Now came the other half of the Hunted Rite.

Melitsa’s passive posture infuriated Danai.
Red sparks flecked her vision. How dare she lie there so uncaring,
she thought. She struck. The whip dragged harmlessly through the
thick unyielding cloth. Danai lifted her arm again, determined to
strike even harder, oblivious to the Mentor’s disappointed
expression.

In one fluid motion, Melitsa surged up, flung
off the cloak, and unfolded her amber wings to fly easily out of
reach of the snaking whip. She plummeted behind Danai and pinned
her whip arm against her back with a quick wrench that extracted a
sharp cry. Flailing her body from side to side, Danai kicked at
Melitsa’s legs, trying to throw her off balance. “Danai, stop! This
is an Order. Stop! STOP!” The last command was a full throated
shout.

It penetrated. Danai slumped, flooded by
gut-wrenching humiliation. You’ve already failed, she thought.
Don’t cry.

Melitsa released her and stepped back,
content to let her suffer. It was necessary, the only way Danai
could complete the Rite, despite this common failure. The silence
seethed.

Trying to ignore the darts of pain in her
shoulder, Danai turned to face her Mentor. “Melitsa, I... I....”
There seemed no words that could excuse the enormity of her
actions, she thought. No, her crime! She had assaulted a Mentor.
During the Rites! Such an act could merit only one penalty, she was
sure. But it was more than that. She had always taken such pride in
her selfcontrol, had felt a lofty sense of disdain when others
erupted into a display of strong emotions. The savage rape of her
self-image robbed her of speech. “You wanted to kill me is what you
can’t say.” Melitsa spoke softly, plucking through the emotions
that careened across Danai’s face. “You wanted to hurt me as I hurt
you. Didn’t you?”

Danai nodded, wishing she could crawl away
and hide in a squirrel hole.

“Sit.” It was an Order. Melitsa settled into
a comfortable position beside the trembling spryte, and gazed at
the sun-splashed stream dancing over the rocks for a few moments.
“Danai, how long have the feyree survived?”

Danai responded from habit, the chants of the
Teaching Skalds coming to mind. “Since the birth of Lampion.”

“And why have they survived?”

The Laws of Lunasa came to Danai’s lips.
“Because they have avoided danger. Because they are wary. Because
although they may know magic, they are not immortal. Because they
learn and know their limitations. As a folk and as an
individual.”

“Explain.”

Danai struggled to grasp this Order. Nobody
explained the Laws. They just were!

Melitsa insisted. “Explain.”

“I think... I think it means that we must not
abuse magic?” Danai was guessing, and she knew Melitsa knew it. Her
thoughts were muddled. She hurt more inside than out. The Dolmen
had known she would fail. Would any others suffer such shame?

“No.” Melitsa hesitated. She empathized with
Danai’s feelings, wanted to soften the pain. Yet this humiliation
was instrumental to the Rite. She could not reveal that virtually
all sprytes failed the physical part. But the true hurdle was their
interpretation of the experience. If they could not.... “Danai,
when did you decide to become hunter, not hunted?”

Abraded by such a precise description, Danai
blurted out, “Because you never let up. You just kept chasing me,
hunting me, hurting. What else could I do? Run until I dropped? Let
panic rule?”

“Actually, you did just that.” She smiled at
Danai’s shocked look. “I know you think you took control of the
situation, but consider your behavior.”

Concentrating, Danai forced herself to
re-experience the moment. She recalled her exhilaration upon
capturing the whip, the power of striking back. She had been in
control—or had she? The feelings—the anger she amended to
herself—had been so violent, so consuming, yet.... She shook her
head. “I was sure I was in control. It was wonderful, such a
release after all the fear I had felt! And yet I wasn’t truly in
control because I was reacting to your actions. Just like panic.”
She hesitated, then plunged onwards. “Yes, I wanted to hurt you,
maybe even kill you. Anything to stop your hurting me. Oh, by the
Mother....” She paused, staring at the wriggling heat shimmers
rising from a flat stone nearby. “That’s why sprytes aren’t taught
magic until the Rites, isn’t it? Because we can’t conceive our
limitations. We really don’t even know ourselves yet. If you armed
us with magic, we’d probably kill each other instead of getting
into fisticuffs in a rage we haven’t learned how to control. And
depending on our moral consciences, we might even feel proud of the
accomplishment—at least at that moment. True?”

“Yes, and therein are the roots of this
Hunted Rite.” Melitsa’s voice deepened, her dark blue eyes seeming
to see far into a forgotten distance. “Many are the old tales that
originate time out of mind, when feyree were like all wild things,
living the days as they came, as the Mother first intended. But
there is a younger tale that you are not permitted to be told until
now.

“Some thousand winters past it was, a feyree
discovered certain magics—we have no records or tales to tell us
how—and grew mighty with power. Solon was his name. He gathered
those about him that concurred with his ideas. He wielded magic
like a whip, and tormented the folk that resisted, ceaselessly
forcing them to do his bidding. Finally, many of the folk rebelled,
believing how could it get any worse?

“It was a bloody war, with feyree
slaughtering feyree. Whole dells were annihilated, and it is said
that the Mother wept crystal tears of blood for her warring folk.
Solon was killed during a final terrible battle, but after seasons
seemingly beyond count of battles and bloodshed, the feyree had
lost their sense of purpose, of direction, of reason for being. And
so more seasons passed. It was known as the Days of Dimness, a dark
time for our folk.

“It is told how the Twins arose, the
younglings of the Blessed One, and began to preach for thought, not
emotions, as the guiding principles. These were the precursors to
the Laws of Lunasa.

“Now by then, many feyree knew fragments of
magic, but it was a jumbled muddle, without reason or rhyme. The
Twins collected the spells and knowledge, and working with the
Chief Tains of the scattered groups, they scribed the Scrolls of
Atonement. And these scrolls were copied, and carried back to each
group, and the new Laws were taught, and slowly the folk began to
rise again.”

Melitsa’s eyes refocused on the enthralled
spryte. “Danai, we are volatile, passionate folk. You have rightly
determined that it is only by learning our own limitations that we
can gain control. Only then are we fit to use magic. And even
then...,” she hesitated, momentarily unsure of imparting this last
piece of information, yet driven by some premonition to do so.
“Sometimes, despite the Laws and the Scrolls and all the Teachings,
there are feyree who have passed through the Rites, and still lose
control.” She rose and extended her hand.

Danai gratefully took it. Getting to her
feet, she realized how little she really knew of her folk and her
self.

They hiked back through the woods, Melitsa
pointing out the early shoots of certain flowers and plants that
would provide food on journeys. “You will soon receive instruction
on this and many other survival skills as well as spellcasting,
weapons-making and basic weather lore. There is much you have to
learn after sheltering these one and twenty winters in your bower
in Goldyn Vale.” She laughed, remembering. “I did not realize how
much I took for granted until these Rites, how much went on that I
did not even know was happening. I think that you shall discover
more than you could ever expect about your self and our folk these
next six lumnas.”

Danai ventured a question. “Were you afraid
of Krisalys?”

“Yes and no. The unknown always brings fear.
How you choose to deal with that fear is what determines your
mettle. Ah! There is the Dell.”

At the call of the reed pipe, the pod
gathered once again, encircled by the Mentors, many of which had
torn cloaks. Danai wondered how many others had also flubbed the
first part of the Hunted Rite.

The Dolmen uncowled and studied the pod for
several moments, waiting until they stood perfectly still. Then it
asked each Mentor, “Did your Charge pass?” One by one, they stepped
forward, pulled back their hoods, and answered yes. They then
re-cowled and stepped back into the circle.

When Melitsa advanced, Danai felt time slow
to the crawl of ice over stone. Her heart throbbed in her
mouth.

“Did your Charge pass?”

Melitsa paused, her eyes holding Danai’s gaze
for the briefest moment. “Yes.”

Neither noticed another Mentor relax at the
affirmation.


Chapter II

 


 


Nearly two lumnas
had already passed. The forest was now in full leaf, the wood folk
busy with food and frolic as the sun warmed the soil and brought
forth plants and flowers in colorful profusion. The Dell, grass
grazed short each night by the deer, was gemmed with wild violets,
golden heartsease and primroses, and the startling blue of
gentians. Delicate pale anemone and wood sorrel gazed from under
the pink and white blossoms of tartberry and sweetberry bushes.

The sprytes had little time to enjoy it.

Under the Mentors’ stern tutelage, they were
acquiring the foundations of magic and essential survival lore.
Some training involved the entire pod; other instruction was done
in small groups. No spell came without a history. No food without a
caution. No effort without sore muscles. Danai had never imagined
how the beautiful hills and woodlands of Lampion could hold so much
danger and power. There were moments she missed that innocence.

Clusters of friends bloomed. Danai spent her
free time with five others whom she had met at previous revels.
Joson hailed from Glyffshado Glen towards the eastern foot of the
Anlyn Hills, while Pook came from Firebaugh Vale along the eastern
shore. Rhytha was from Darlding Glen nestled in the southern
Wynndowns, while Damon and Elanoria came from westerly Mireer Vale,
known for its weavers.

“Who would ever have thought of using a holly
leaf as a shield?” Damon commented as they trudged along the creek
towards the clearing to continue defense training. “Although those
edges are sharper than I thought. I scratched my hand when I
shifted to edge-flinging it at Mentor Dilyn.” He whirled, mimicking
the toss, his bronze skin and coppery hair glinting in the
sunbeams. “He told me at mid-meal that properly dried and
flattened, the shield can take an enemy’s head off.” He shuddered.
“Why would any feyree need to know that?”

“Don’t be a dim,” Pook snorted. “You get out
of your dell and who knows what may think you’re a tasty tidbit.”
He grinned, then ducked as Damon took a half-swing at him.

Rhytha rolled her eyes at Danai and Elanoria.
“Lads! Always at fisticuffs.”

Mentors Toron, Arlymyria, Asagion and Dilyn
were waiting in the clearing. Each was a member of the Guardian
Guild, trained in the craft of weaponry, attack and defense. Toron
hailed from Danai’s vale, and often in the gloaming she had seen
him circling the perimeter, riding his luminous nightwing. He was
popular among the ladies and maids, darkly handsome with his jade
skin, ebony hair, and eyes the deep blue of the sky just before
dawnshine. Danai found him reserved, slow to laugh or anger, and
precise in his expectations of Orders being followed.

There were weapons everywhere, if one knew
where to look. Already they had learned how to locate hardwoods and
other readily available items and quickly convert them into
protection.

Arlymyria not only showed them how to craft
spears from oak and ash, but how they could double as staffs,
useful in close combat. She had laughed at their startled looks
when she selected Joson, the largest spryte, as her partner. She
was slender, with creamy skin and hair the color of dandelion fuzz,
and several of the lads had joked a feather’s touch would be her
undoing. But with a few sure strokes, she deftly knocked Joson’s
legs out from under him. The clearing had resounded with the clack
of wood striking wood, and the grunts of the fallen as the sprytes
practiced.

Asagion had instructed them on which seed
pods could explode and blind the attacker, or leave them helpless
with sneezing. Properly dried, the spiny husk of a chestnut became
lethal when dropped from a high branch, or wielded at the end of a
thong. Even freshly plucked, its heavy weight guaranteed damage on
impact.

They had chuckled at the sight of a Guardian
pulling out a simple slingshot... until Toron split a beechnut at
fifty feylengths. Washing the webs free of their sticky goo, and
braiding them into flexible bands to be tied on forked twigs took
patience. Elanoria was still trying to remove the last of a web
that had gotten tangled in her copper curls the previous day.

Today they were making their first dirqs.
“Select your wood from such hardy trees as oak, ash, and
blackthorn,” Mentor Dilyn explained. “All are about this clearing.
Look for twigs wide at the top or long pointed thorns. Then, if you
can not break them off, call and we will cut them.”

“Do you really think a wooden dirq will be
able to cut anything?” Joson muttered to Danai as they hurried off
towards a blackthorn bush dense with white blossoms.

“I hope so. I guess we’ll find out. We won’t
get our own first metal dirqs until after Krisalys. Triasa told me
that later we will receive guild dirqs, bestowed when we are
trained in our Calling, along with our amulets. They are both
specially crafted by the mastersmythes at the Metalworks Guild
hall, and are to be cherished. Her guild dirq has a beautiful
design on the blade, with wood folk among trees, symbols of her
Calling.”

A full head taller than Danai, Joson was able
to reach two wicked-looking thorns that snapped off when he hung on
them. “See?” He patted his full belly.“Being a bit on the well-fed
side has its advantages.” Danai laughed and reached up to ruffle
his curly black hair.

“Oh, I simply delight in blisters, don’t
you?” Elanoria grumped as they squatted, each in front of a flat
stone, slowly honing a cutting edge onto their dirqs. She popped a
bronze thumb into her mouth with a grimace. “I bet they made us
choose a hard wood, so it would be harder to do this.”

“More likely so it wouldn’t break when you
poked it into something Ela.” Damon remarked, wiping away sweat
from his eyes. He grinned as she stuck her tongue out. They were
born of the same father, by different mothers, but never failed to
act like brother and sister.

* * * * * *

So much to digest, so much to understand. It
was nothing like the Teachings, where the Elder or Skald would
drone on about the Laws and the Tales as restless younglings
twitched through the passing morn. You had to prove you could
interpret and apply these lessons, not just dutifully repeat them.
Some nights Danai collapsed onto the soft turf of the Dell and was
asleep before her second breath, too drained for dreams—or
nightmares. When she occasionally awoke, she observed that there
were always some Mentors about, standing and watching.

There were moments she wanted to quit, yet
pride—or was it fear of failure? she wondered—kept her in
place.

Foraging in the forest when the season was
yet young proved surprisingly hard. Seeds and fruits had yet to
form, and the sprytes learned with much unpleasant trial to select
edible plant parts. Young hawthorn leaves became a common meal,
although later in the season, they would become tough and hard to
chew. Danai gained new appreciation for the vale’s Gatherers,
realizing how she had always taken for granted the full
bionas that stored the dried foodstuffs shared by all during
the long cold days of winter.

During the second lumna, they commenced the
First Tier Magics. This morning they had started on Fire magic,
nine sprytes to a pair of Mentors. The contortions and gestures
needed to control the elemental power resulted in aching arms and
fingers. Mentor Melarna made it seem so simple—until one had to
emulate her.

Danai waved at Joson and Pook returning from
Mentor Quenton’s and Mentor Shanaron’s groups, and they met and
hastened to the trestles for evenmeal. Carrying their heavily laden
trenchers—Joson’s threatened to topple—they joined their friends
under a tussock of sweet-scented white lily bells.

“I actually got a fire going!” exulted Damon,
who had shown a talent for spellcasting. “Although I did singe my
fingers a bit.”

“Um,” mumbled Rhytha through mashed dandelion
leaves, “and how do you explain your Mentor’s rather crisped
looking cloak?”

Damon flushed. “No idea what you’re talking
about.” He busied himself with his food, stuffing his mouth to
avoid further speech.

“I did pretty well actually.” Pook sprawled
back, pushing his empty trencher aside. “It’s a lot of fun. So much
power bound up in words and gestures. I want to learn more about
this fire magic—lots more.”

Joson waved a piece of mallow root towards
the Mentors, talking around a bit tucked into his cheek. “You know,
it’s hard to believe that all of them—and all those before—have
gone through this. I mean we’re all so different—even after the
Rites. You would think that such intense training would grind the
differences right out of us.”

“Uh-uh.” Rhytha shook her head. Her coloring
was uncommon among the Folk—fiery red hair, topaz eyes, rosy skin
with a generous handful of freckles sprinkled across nose and
cheeks. One tended to look when she spoke. “Consider that even as
we’re learning, our individual strengths—and weaknesses—are going
to appear. Remember that a part of this whole thing is to help us
discover our Callings.”

“What do you hope to be?” Danai asked.

“I had really wanted to be a Charmer, but the
wood folk just don’t seem to like me. Charmer Eberle fostered me in
Second Season, and I was such a disappointment to her! She released
me to the easier craft of weaving. Even youngling wood folk won’t
let me approach. And I do so like them.” She sounded wistful.

“So what?” Danai countered. “Don’t tell me
that just because it didn’t work under one Charmer, you’re going to
give up your dream?”

“It’s not so much that.” Rhytha looked down,
seeking the right words. “It’s that it just doesn’t feel right
anymore. You know what I mean? It’s as if I’m being pulled in
another direction—and I’m not even sure what that is—and I have to
follow these feelings to find out what is right for me. Dream
Council should open that passageway.”

Her friends were silent, digesting her words
and their meals. Eventide cast an indigo veil across the sky.
Already a hem of stars twinkled on the eastern horizon, while bands
of marigold, ruby and plum dimmed in the west. About them bubbled
the soft chatter of other sprytes. The final evening calls of birds
slowly dissipated, save for the clear piping notes of the
nightingale, Danai’s favorite bird. She loved how it sang in the
voices of all birds, at any time of night or day it pleased. Such
freedom!

Pook contemplated the darkening skies. He was
difficult to see in the gloaming, his skin just the right shade of
amethyst, his tousled locks raven black. Only his glowing aqua eyes
were visible, reflecting the burnished silver of Lunasa’s rising
oval. “The fire magic puzzles me,” he murmured. “Didn’t you get the
feeling that the Mentors were saying a lot less than they actually
knew?”

“We’re beginners. What do you expect?” Joson
sucked on a bit of sweetgrass.

“It’s not that. It’s more of a, a reticence
to say things, as if there’s something else behind the basic
spell.”

“I repeat. We’re only First Tier, you dim!
There’s a lot of stuff we’re not being told, and they won’t tell us
until it’s time. Quenton spent time with our group on how to do the
basic spellcast—and with Balanoran having trouble—it took a bit
longer. You’re always the impatient one, Pook. Wanting to explore
before you know what’s out there. You can get into trouble that
way.”

“Well, why not? There’s a lot of things we
feyree don’t know, all nestled snug as we are in our bowers. I was
talking with an ael once—”

“You never!” exclaimed Elanoria, jerking
upright. “You’re just making that up!”

Pook’s full-lipped mouth tightened into a
thin line. “Not hardly, Ela. There are other folk out there, even
if you’ve stayed hidden in your safe little glen all these years. I
want to meet them. There’s so much more I want to know about
Lampion—and beyond.” His eyes and skin shimmered brighter with
enthusiasm.

“Isn’t that unwise Pook?” Rhytha murmured
with a slow shake of her head. “We don’t know enough about our own
folk yet, much the less interacting with others.”

“But it’s not like that, not like that at
all!” Pook sat up and leaned forward with eagerness. “This ael was
as startled as I was when we met near the Froth—that’s the big pool
where the Tumbledown Falls spill into near our vale. It was
eventide, and I guess he didn’t see me in the gloaming, perched
upon the branch. He was hard to see too—his skin was a silver like
a pool of reflecting water.” He paused to savor his rapt audience.
“I called out a greeting, and it was actually pretty funny.” Pook
grinned at the recollection. “He was looking everywhere, and I had
to call out a couple of times before he located my voice. When he
leaned over me, his pale green eyes were so wide that you could see
white all around them. He wore his gold-streaked green hair in a
braid that ran half down his back; it showed off his pointed ears
pretty well.”

Elanoria gulped. “Pointed ears? Leaned over
you? How big was he?”

“I’d guess about ten feylengths.”

“As tall as that!”

“And?” prompted Danai, well-acquainted with
Pook’s tendency to swagger.

“He told me it had been long since he had
seen a spryte. Actually asked to clasp hands with me to make sure
he wasn’t dreaming. Of course I let him.”

“You let a being ten times your size touch
you?” Rhytha’s eyes shone like amber glowflies with amazement.

“Well, think on it. If he tried anything, I
could have easily just let myself tumble off the branch, and
disappear into the bramble bush underneath. Hard to reach for me in
there! He couldn’t find me until I directed him, after all. And he
was really very polite. Introduced himself as Rynok, and explained
he was on a journey to somewhere he called High North, where the
ael-lords hold summer court. He’s like one of our Orpheii, carrying
songs and news among the hyells—I guess that what they call
their bowers. He had the most beautiful lyre, all of beaten silver
and strung with the glowing tail hairs of the alicorn, he told me.
Would you believe he even strummed a melody for me? It wasn’t like
any of our music. Want to hear what I can remember?” He proceeded,
not waiting for an answer.

“Come memories gone in ancient
past

Learn us of your grief and joy.

The peace of days is passing fast.

The hooded ones unwitting teach the
change,

sowing seeds that breed the last.

Rising innocent the One

whom happiness with hate shall
blast.”

“What a queer song.” Danai felt a shiver
crawling up her back from the discordant tune. “What does it
mean?”

“Actually he hasn’t any clue.” Pook shrugged.
“That’s why he’s headed up north. Several of his folk dreamed a
similar verse, and they believe it’s a sending from the Mother—they
believe in her too—and hope that their high Dream Loremaster can
interpret it.”

A sharp clap from a Mentor prevented Joson
from asking his question. It was time for rest, and silence was
mandatory. Danai found sleep long in coming.

* * * * * *

Mentors Majikian and Tarlokyn called a
respite in the spellcasting of feyree dust, and Danai’s little
group gathered under the broad shade of a burdock leaf. The cool
dampness was a welcome change from the warming sun—summer heat was
starting early.

“I wonder if we’ll have the same problems
birds do when they learn to fly,” said Pook. “You know, flapping
about, falling off branches at the wrong time.”

Elanoria giggled behind her hand. Danai had
realized her friend was sweet on him. “Oh, I can just see you now
Pook. Trying to look like a serious feyree poised on some branch,
and an ael startles you, so instead of falling into the shrubs, you
flap right up into his face.”

“Face? No it would probably be his pointy
ear,” chortled Rhytha.

“No, up his tunic, or whatever aels wear,”
teased Aaron, who had ambled over to join them. He had a
well-earned reputation for mischief-making, and already several
sprytes had awoken to ankles roped with braided grass, chilly drops
of dew descending without warning as they sat down to eat, a catkin
bed suspended in a webber’s sticky net. One kept a wary eye on the
golden lad when he was around. His humorous disposition refused to
be quenched under the most weighty of circumstances, and more than
once a Mentor had banned him from meals, or ordered him to stand
alone during rest times. He winked at Elanoria.

“Ha, ha,” retorted Pook, miffed at being the
butt-end of the joke. “You’re so graceful Rhytha,”—he knew her
reputation for clumsiness—“you’ll try landing and wind up on your
head.” He grinned at her discomfiture.

“Do you think you can damage wings?” Danai
turned the conversation to a safer path.

“Doubt it,” yawned Damon, his silver eyes
half-lidded to dim out the sun’s glare.

“No, actually you can,” Joson paused his
chewing on a bit of tang-grass. “NEhrani—she’s Glyffshado Glen’s
Healer, and my lirupai—she’s had to fix torn wings a few
times. Like for Cnonklan, who isn’t all there since being thrown
from the back of his dragonfly. He misjudges distances all the
time. Seems to forget his wingspread and just flies through areas
that aren’t wide enough.”

“It must be nice to have a lirupai who’s a
Healer.” Elanoria’s voice bore a trace of sadness. “At least their
craft is to care about folk. My Second Season foster mother was a
Messenger, and much preferred to be dragonflyback than biding with
her sprytes. We were a lonely little bunch, those seven winters we
had to live with her.” She brightened. “But my Third Season lirupai
was a Skald, and Manali was grand. It made up for those empty
years.”

“I had a Scryer Third Season,” Danai said,
stretching to relieve the stiffness in her neck. “Harmona was, I
guess, strange, though I always had the feeling she did care about
us in her way. But her bower was so busy with feyree coming in and
out, seeking advice and guidance, that we were usually running to
get herbs for smoke trances, or fallwater for the scrying bowl, or
whatever else she needed. We were more like thralls than
fosterlings, but she fed us, listened to our problems, and tried to
be there. Her craft just always seemed to get in the way.”

“Did you ever wonder why we don’t stay with
our own birth mothers?” Pook asked after a contemplative silence.
“I can understand fostering by choice, or if you have a mother who
just doesn’t have time for you—or worse yet, doesn’t want you. But
having to rotate among foster mothers every seven winters seems a
bit hard.”

“It’s not like you can’t visit with them,”
Elanoria said.

“Not the same thing. I mean you have her for
the first seven years of your life—maybe—then get yanked away
whether you want it or no. And then have to start all over again a
second time.”

“We don’t do lirupai that way any more in
Ardmoor Vale,” remarked Ayulun, who had also wandered over. He
blended perfectly with the greenish shade, and in tests of search,
was hard to find in the woods. “I was with my birth mother until
twelve winters passed.” He had their full attention. “After that, I
was sent to serve in various guildhalls, under the guidance of
Third Tier masters, each for a period of three winters. We call it
mancebo instead. I still lived at my birth mother’s bower,
although after the first mancebo, I moved out. For various
reasons.” He blushed. Aaron snorted.

“But I thought all feyree did things the same
way.” Danai was surprised.

“Well, you thought wrong,” Pook replied. “How
long has your vale been doing this mancebo thing?”

“A ways before my birthing,” Ayulun
explained. “My birth mother said it grew from just what you were
saying earlier. A lot of them didn’t want to give up their
younglings. So they approached the Chief Tains and petitioned them
to consider a change. Lahiri and Beriel are very open-minded, and
spoke with every feyree in the vale. Lahiri is also a Charmer, so
she consulted many of the wood folk to learn their thoughts on
mothering. They decided it was unfair to separate mother and
youngling, and with the vale’s approval, put into place mancebo.
About seven pods ago, I think.”

Danai wondered if the Chief Tains had
consulted the Dolmen. She doubted it. It didn’t seem one that would
approve of such changes.

“It sure shows that change is a good thing.”
Pook waxed enthusiastic. “Instead of staying in the same dry creek
bed hoping for water, they were willing to try a new approach for
the better.”

“They didn’t just go and change things Pook,”
Danai objected. “They did a lot of thinking and consulted other
folk before making a decision.”

“It might not have worked,” added Joson.
“Then what?”

“Lahiri agreed it was a trial of one podspan
of sprytes,” Ayulun explained. “If at the end, it did not seem to
be working—and sooner if need be—the trial would end.”

Joson spat out the grass. “What convinced
them to continue?”

“Two things actually. Birth mothers were a
lot happier, and so were their sprytes. And the
fa-mancebo—the ones who mentor us—could instead focus on
teaching us the basics of their crafts. Ardmoor Vale has become
known for the clay warework our crafters produce. It has another
benefit too, I think.”

“What?” Rhytha smiled at him.

“Helps us start to get an idea of what craft
we may want to follow after Krisalys. I mean it’s all well and good
to do the Dream Council, but I want to do something I like. What
better way to find out enough about a craft than trying it
out?”

“Sprytes to me!” Mentor Majikian shouted.

The group emerged somewhat unwillingly into
the bright sun. Danai squinted, wondering how the Mentors could
tolerate their cloaks in the humid air.

“You have all learned to create feyree dust,”
Mentor Tarlokyn began. “A simple First Tier spell that can be used
for pleasure—or protection. Now you must learn to direct it, to
move it as an extension of your will, however it is needed. Yes
Pook?”

“Why not just simply point to direct it?”

Tarlokyn released a thin smile that slit his
gaunt copper face. “That is a part of the spellcast. But what if
your hands are occupied elsewhere? Or bound? Or injured? It is not
enough to learn a magic and then rough handle it to your bidding.
Like any craft, it must be practiced, perfected. The loremasters
each have their own special talents, and it is said you can tell
which loremaster cast the magic from the way the spell
transpires.”

“So you can become a loremaster as a craft?”
Pook looked intrigued.

Majikian interceded. “Yes and no. You can be
selected to become a loremaster by the Chief Tain, Guild Master, or
even the Dolmen. But loremaster is not a craft that you choose at
the outset. Most loremasters are found among those who show an
unusual ability during the teaching of the Second or Third Tier
spells.”

“When do we start learning those?”

“You don’t,” replied Tarlokyn with an
impatient gesture. “Those are reserved for the members of each
guildhall and are a part of their training. After Dream Council and
Krisalys, you will take on the Calling of your Dream’s choosing,
and then be involved in the rituals and ways of your fellow
crafters.Only after you have learned the Second Tier spells of that
craft will you be considered for Third Tier.”

“You mean it’s not a given?”

“Of course not. Not every feyree can lead a
Guild or become a loremaster.

Too many loremasters would be too many
leaders. Some are needed to do the basics, others’ skills allow
them to advance only to a certain Tier.”

“Do all crafts have the same number of
Tiers?”

“Pook, Pook, you should know that answer,”
chided Tarlokyn, glancing at the sun. “Recall the rhyme you were
taught during fire magic. You were to memorize it.”

“Seven are the Tiers of Spells

born of Twin-Gathered lore

taught by Crafters in their Dells

to bend beauty to their work.

One for sprytes unwingEd.

Two for Crafters new-fledged.

Three for those of special skills.

Four Guild Masters claim their own.

The final Tiers that lie beyond

The Loremasters only know

learned in the master spells

born of Twins’ lore long ago.”

“Does any feyree know all the spells that
there are?” Pook remained unruffled by the Mentors’ palpable
impatience.

“Not even the Dolmen.”

Pook’s casual demeanor evaporated. “How is
that possible? He is the Most High, the greatest of
loremasters!”

“He knows more than any other feyree, yes.”
Majikian replied in the tone used with a small youngling. “But that
does not mean he knows all. Did you not listen to what Tarlokyn
said? Potential loremasters advance to a different apprenticeship
after Third Tier. Fourth Tier spells are known only to the Guild
Master and their chosen few. The Twins never again wanted all
spells under the command of one feyree.” He held up his hand to
forestall further questions. “Enough! The day is waning, and we
will not return until this final spellcast is learned. Since you
are so eager and full of questions Pook, come forth and we shall
begin with you.”

Pook bounced up. A pleasurable tingle shirred
down his spine. How he loved spellcasting! At Tarlokyn’s command,
he cupped his palms and concentrated on spelling feyree dust,
envisioning the sparkling lavender flakes; the dust was always the
color of its maker. He murmured, “Pousyehr eteencel amoy,” felt a
quiver scurry down his arms, then the prickly weight coalesce.

“Very good,” nodded Tarlokyn. He pointed at a
rounded gray stone that stood waist high beside him. “Now you will
cast it over this rock. Point your arms towards it. As with making
the dust, it is a blend of mind and murmur. Envision the dust
striking the stone. Now, repeat after me ‘Zjet achosa
lasbas.’ Good. Go ahead. Try.”

The dust exploded from Pook’s hand with a
tinkling hiss, cloaking the stone. The Mentor blinked and stared as
the last particles cascaded down. “Excellent,” he said after a long
pause. “I commend you, young spryte. In my many years as Mentor, I
have not ever seen a spryte strike that stone on their first
try.”

Pook gave a self-satisfied smile.

“So, as you already have this lesson,”
Majikian continued, his eyes narrowed, “let me give you the next,
so you can practice both as we teach the others.” He strode towards
Pook, pulling a supple strand of woodbine from his sleeve pouch. “I
will bind your hands behind your back. So.” He ignored Pook’s
slight grunt at the awkward position. “Now you must combine the two
spells, for no longer can you gather the dust in your hands. You
must form and hold it in the air before you, then cast it forth.
Your target shall be that fern yonder. Is something the
matter?”

Pook shifted his shoulders, trying to get
more comfortable. “I don’t see how you can do that. You have to
have something to put something in.”

“Ah, but you do not. Watch.” The Mentor held
his hands behind his back and seemed to gather within himself. The
fascinated sprytes heard a rapid mutter, saw the gathering of
shimmery dark blue dust before the tall figure, then watched
open-mouthed as it looped twice, soared upwards, and dove down to
burst just above Pook’s head in a flickering cascade. “I could as
easily have knocked you flat with the impact,” Majikian said
coolly. “Like all magic, it is a weapon that can increase in
strength based on the skill of the user. Sohain, come. It is now
your turn.”

As the sprytes learned to fling feyree dust,
the air became hazy with multihued sparkles, the ground more
glitter than grass. Both Mentors’ cloaks were splotched with
misdirected dust. Danai kept trying to suppress the tickling sneeze
that interrupted her spellcasting. Occasionally she would glance
over at Pook, still struggling with the second spell. He was
encircled by lavender dust piles.

Sandai gave a shriek of excitement, causing
the ball of bronze dust gathering before her to slump. She
refocused and it rose, hovered a moment, then advanced with short
jerks towards a birch tree to splatter at its roots. There were
scattered cries of approval from sprytes not in the middle of a
spellcast.

Danai noticed Aaron, his face crumpled with
concentration, form not just a golden ball but an almost petalled
shape that drifted to dapple a nearby oak sapling. “Good, very
good!” called Majikian. “You are seeing that you can control the
shape as well.”

“Mentor, what am I doing wrong?” Pook’s tone
was more respectful as he realized he was one of the few who still
could not master the basic handsfree spell.

“Stop trying so hard.” Mentor Majikian
approached with a smile. “Pook, you can not be perfect at
everything the first time. But because you did so well on the first
spell, you tasked yourself with the same achievement on the second.
And when you failed—as most do the first round—you let your
emotions rule your mind. Emotions and magic are a poor mix. Either
the spell fizzles or, worse, it can pervert itself. Now relax.
Close your eyes. Inhale. See the dust before you, see it gather,
and now push it towards the fern, yes push, push, push. Ah, you’ve
done it!”

Pook’s eyes flew open. The fern glittered
lavender. “I did it!” He jumped with delight, lost his balance, and
tumbled backwards into his piles of dust that burst upwards and
scattered over his cheering podmates. The sun settled on the
treetops.

“Time for us to return for evenmeal,”
chuckled Majikian as he released Pook’s bindings. “Everyone will
know what we have been doing, for you are one large pod of
sparkles.”

“Mentor Majikian, what happens to the dust?”
Danai asked as they walked back towards the Dell.

“The wind will push it about. Some will land
in flowing waters and sink to gild the streambed. It is what the
Gem-Dwarves call fool’s gold. Other will be caught up in the
evening dew, and the next morn a field or flower or glade shall
gleam more brightly than usual, even if the sun hides itself among
the clouds. If it is a strong wind, some may even soar into the
skies to gild the low-flying clouds. Wherever it goes, it is
harmless. There are those who say it brings good luck.”

The sprytes bathed in the Trykle before
evenmeal. Most rinsed quickly and headed back along the stream bank
to the Dell, but Danai and Aaron lingered in the cooling air.
“Feyree dust it may be, but I’m sure not interested in eating it,”
spluttered Aaron as he splashed about the small pool formed by a
backwash in the slow-moving stream. The powdery dust lifted off him
in a cloud of gold, caught a ridge of current, and slipped
away.

Danai sat on the mossy overhanging bank,
fluffing her hair dry. It had grown a fingertip’s worth since being
sheared, and now formed a spiky silver halo about her head. “How
did you manage to create that flower?”

“Just saw it in my mind. Actually, I should
have directed it to fall on you, but I guess I don’t have enough
skill to get that far.” He grinned slyly up at her, shaking water
from his golden hair as he emerged, then scrambled up to sit beside
her. “I’ll get you yet with one.” His dark golden eyes were
inviting.

Danai blushed and got to her feet. Aaron was
far too handsome for his own good, a lad of the sun, she thought.
Anyway, what could he possibly see in her? “I doubt we’ll have any
time for that. Shall we get back? I hear the Mentor’s reed pipe
summoning us to evenmeal.”

 



Chapter III

 


 


A thick gray mist
filled the Dell, coiling about the trees and grass, sagging the
flowers with moisture. Occasionally a muffled bird call could be
heard through the steady drip off the branches.

Mornmeal was a quick affair. The sprytes
huddled together in their clammy tunics, some wishing they could
use fire magic to warm themselves, others thinking of cozy bowers
and thick coverlets. Anything to hide from this skinchilling damp.
Danai nudged Elanoria, and nodded at the cluster of Mentors off to
the side in deep discussion. After a short while, they broke apart.
A reed-pipe summoned the sprytes into the Mentors Circle.

“Sprytes, sit.” Mentor Armerion ignored the
mutters of protest as they sat on the wet moss, waiting for
silence. Danai glanced around, expecting the Dolmen to appear, but
the Mentor continued. “This morn begins the Sojourn of Truth. Ye
will be placed in different groups, each given a journey rucksack.
Ye are to seek the Truthing Well, from which you may petition but
one question. Ask naught that be frivolous, lest ye waste your
quest. The Well is wise in the ways of foolish young sprytes, and
can as easily disregard thy presence as acknowledge it.
Questions?”

Kerion stood. “Mentor, since we are all
headed for the same spot, why break us up? Wouldn’t it be safer and
easier?”

A shadow of a smile softened Armerion’s
fissured olive face. “Yes. But ye are not all starting from the
same place.”

The sprytes glanced at each other. Kerion
rolled his golden eyes as he sat down. Another elusive answer. He
should have known better than to ask, he thought, but sometimes
they were given useful replies. This was not to be one of those
times.

“Listen well. Seek ye out Pyre Tor, a twisted
stone peak crouched at the southern feet of the Rymple Mountains,
northwest of the Wynndowns. It is crowned by the setting sun’s fire
last of all the western peaks. At the Tor’s footstone shall ye find
the Truthing Well. For proof of thy Journey, each group shall bring
back a trefoil, the likes of which is only found there. A safe
Search to ye all.”

Moments later, Danai rose stiffly as Armerion
called her name. Search for a Truthing Well. It sounded like an
interesting Rite. Certainly nothing to be afraid of. She wondered
as to Pyre Tor’s actual whereabouts. Her bird journeys had never
passed any such peak that she could recall.

Three others were bundled in her group—Tatia,
Aaron and Joson. She was relieved that at least one was a friend.
Aaron carried his usual lopsided grin, and cocked an eyebrow at
her. Danai noticed Tatia’s lush smile as he approached. Oh, by the
Mother! This could be a long journey with those two.

“Fetch thy dirqs and a rucksack from those on
the trestles,” Armerion called to the groups.

Danai hurried over to her rest spot, nearly
bumping into Rhytha. “Weapons! Danai, do you have the feeling this
is not going to be a lark in the meadows?”

Thong belts had been given to each spryte at
the end of the dirq-crafting, and Danai girded on the birch bark
sheath she had made for her dirq. The papery bark released a fine
white powder onto her hands as she slid the sheath loop along the
belt, and then secured her weapon.

The dark green rucksacks were surprisingly
light. Quick inspection revealed a kuis—a hollowed acorn
shell filled with water and plugged with beeswax—and six
miyacan balls—a standard journey food of dried honeycomb,
nuts, seeds and fruits pounded into a dense paste. Nothing
else.

“Doesn’t look like they expect us to be gone
too long,” remarked Aaron, shouldering the ruck. “I hope not,”
grumped Joson. “That’s not going to last me more than a day or
two.”

Danai chuckled, adjusting the carry strap.
“Well, it’s one way to get you to lose weight.”

“Me? Need to lose weight? I’m already a
wraith!”

Armerion signaled their group, his sodden
cloak clinging to him like brown moss. “Follow me in silence.”

As they headed out, Danai observed the other
groups being escorted by their Mentors towards all points of the
Dell. In moments, every figure had been swathed in gray, and her
world shrank to five silent forms and the plop of dripping fog. She
shivered and fell last in line behind Tatia.

Any sense of direction soon dissipated. A
bone-white birch trunk veined in black emerged from the gray, then
retreated. Dripping underbrush continuously soaked their tunics.
The only sound was the faint squelching of their feet in the forest
floor’s duff. They trudged behind the Mentor, heads down, watching
the feet in front of them, wrapped in their thoughts.

At some point, Danai noticed her leg muscles
tightening, and realized they had started uphill. But which? The
Great Dell was centered in a large bowl shaped valley, and in this
fog, they could have headed off in any direction. She realized she
had never paid much attention to the surrounding landmarks. Now
would probably be a good time to start. Except for this dratted
fog! Coarse gray stone, blotched with lichen, began to interrupt
the soil. The climb steepened. She began to pant, hearing an echo
among her fellows.

She glanced up. It seemed lighter ahead.
Then, with a cry, Joson lost his balance and pitched forward,
tumbling down into the thick mist. Giving a shout of alarm, Aaron
dropped his ruck, and lunged after him. Tatia shrieked.

“Keep screaming,” bellowed Aaron, his voice
echoey and distorted. “I’ve got him. He’s not much hurt.” Danai
joined her voice with Tatia’s, their shouts pummeling the fog, and
in a few moments, the two lads reappeared. Pine needles spiked
Joson’s hair; a gash bloodied his left forearm. Even in the dim
shifting light, his ivory skin seemed paler than usual.

“For the Mother’s sake, sit down,” Danai
ordered, yanking off her rucksack and digging for the kuis. She
pulled out the beeswax, sloshed water over the wound to clear the
blood, then inspected it. Bits of dirt and gravel lodged around the
torn edges of flesh. Ripping a piece from her tunic hem into two
strips, she used one to carefully swab the gash clean. Joson
winced, biting his lip as she pinched the wound’s lips together,
and snugly bound it with the other strip. “Nice fancy bandage for
you,” she teased, reaching up to pluck some of the debris from his
hair. “Good thing my Aunt Triasa taught me some basic Healer skills
when I fostered with her Second Season. We were always getting into
scrapes of some sort. You’d think they’d have taught us Healer Lore
over the past two lumnas.”

Aaron glanced around. “Where’s Armerion?”
They stared at each other.

Danai jumped up. “He didn’t fall too, did
he?”

“No, I don’t think so.” Aaron was still
peering into the mist. “At least I only saw Joson fall, and then
everything happened so fast.”

“Now what do we do?” Joson’s question hung
between them.

“I would say stay put until this mess lifts
and we can see where we are, and if the Mentor is anywhere around,”
Aaron suggested.

“But what if he’s hurt?” Tatia hugged
herself, her tinkly voice a subdued whimper. “Shouldn’t we search
for him?”

“We’d only get ourselves lost into the
bargain,” Danai argued, “Aaron’s right. This fog is bound to lift,
hopefully soon, and if Mentor Armerion has fallen, he’ll be
somewhere down slope from us. And I would think he’d be calling out
if he were hurt.”

Tatia moaned. “Unless he’s knocked
silly.”

An unseen branch gave a sharp snap. Joson
looked towards the sound, frowning. “I think we had better move
into a safer position,” he muttered. “After all, there are
creatures out here, and I’ll bet we’re well past the edge of the
Dell.”

Aaron shrugged. “So what?”

“So didn’t you get that part in survival
training where the Charmers have established terms with the local
wood folk like they do in our glens, so that we ground-bound
sprytes can poke around into the woods without having to look over
our shoulders? I doubt the truce zone extends this far—which means
we’re just a bunch of tasty morsels for some fox... or worse.”

Tatia began to sob. “They’ve sent us out here
to die. Oh Aaron, what do we do?”

Danai wanted to shake the silly flit, even as
her own stomach knotted. What a ninny! It was no time to flirt. And
since when was Aaron the group’s leader? “Joson, can you walk?”

“I was just waiting for somebody to ask.” He
heaved himself up, swaying unsteadily for a moment as red and white
sparks cluttered his vision. The air was pierced by the startled
trill of a robin.

“Move folks,” hissed Aaron. “Joson’s right.
We’ve got company.”

Fear makes for poor woodcraft, Danai realized
as they hustled away through the confusing mist. Any creature would
hear their stumbling and the rustles as they pushed through the
bracken, dodging around pine cones and piles of fallen leaves. Oh,
for their wings!

“We have a definite problem.” Aaron had been
leading them single file, and they bumped into each other at his
abrupt halt. Before them was a sheer black rock face, shiny with
damp.

“Go left.” Tatia clutched his arm, her
whisper shrill.

“Can’t. There’s a fallen tree there. Saw it
through a swirl in this blasted fog.”

“Oh, Mother!” Joson cursed softly. “Listen!”
Somewhere behind them, they could hear an eager sniffing.

“Aaron, quick. Was the tree rotting or new
fallen?” Danai barely whispered.

He stared at her, puzzled. “Rotting. Pine I
think. Why?”

“Come on! Maybe we can crawl inside and
hide!”

They bolted for the tree, sliding to a halt
before the furrowed black bark gashed by pale dirt-clogged cracks.
“I can’t go in there,” panted Tatia, with a backwards step. “I
can’t. Lunasa knows what might be inside.”

“You’ll be inside of something if you don’t,”
snapped Joson, as he pushed forward into a moist, uninviting
crevasse. “Come on.” He glanced over his shoulder. A monstrous
shape emerged behind them, crouched down. “In!” He lunged
forward.

The wood crumbled around them as one after
the other they plunged into the trunk’s hollow. An eerie shriek,
like the wail for the dead, shriveled the air. Through the gap, a
gleaming amber eye glared, replaced by a moist black nose giving
quick short snuffs. Then a tentative scratching sound, and the
crisping tear of wood.

“Determined little fellow, isn’t it?” Aaron
smiled grimly. “Sounds like a clawcat. I think we had better get a
move on, don’t you? Unless you’d rather see if he can break
through.”

“What’s to prevent it from smelling us, and
waiting at wherever we come out?” Tatia was shaking so hard, she
could barely keep her balance. It was a good question.

“Well, it’s obviously hunting.” Joson rubbed
his chin absently, favoring his injured arm. “What if we leave one
of our rucks behind? Maybe the smell of the Miyacan will make it
think we’re still here. But we should take out the food.”

Aaron seized Tatia’s ruck, tossing the food
balls and kuis to the others, then flung it close to the long
curved claw that was pulling at the crack. “Let’s move.”

Down the slender tunnel that cored the tree,
something glowed. Motioning them to be silent, Joson lead the way,
holding his good hand above his head to avoid colliding with the
tunnel roof. They proceeded more by touch than sight, only faint
slivers of light incising the darkness from other cracks in the
trunk.. The dank air reeked of pine-scented decay, and rivulets of
sweat trickled down their faces. A few moments of eternity later,
they reached the greenish light, bulging into a narrow kink of the
tunnel.

“Root rot!” Danai leaned forward. The others
looked at her in confusion. “Root rot. Foxfire. Don’t you recognize
it? It’s the stuff the Skalds and Orpheii set up on the Tale Tells
and Dancing Eves to light the revels. Glows in the dark.”

Joson, what’s beyond it?”

“Can’t see a blasted thing,” he grunted,
sidling around the glowing fungus.

“Well, take a piece of the foxfire!”

“I’m not touching that slimy stuff.”

“Oh, please. Look, here, I’ll grab some and
give you a piece.” Danai drove her hands into the luminescent glow.
The cool mass yielded easily, squishing like an overripe fruit.
With the sound of thick leaves tearing, a blob broke off in her
hands as a pungent smell engulfed them.

“Ugh, it stinks.”

“Take it, you dim! Aaron, Tatia, here you
take some too. At least we’ll have something to light our way.” Up
tunnel, the scratching had halted, but quick sniffs could still be
heard.

The tunnel angled down then widened, allowing
Joson and Aaron to hurry forward side by side. In the foxfire’s dim
glow, their heads seemed to float along like the mournful night
wisps of the swamp. Danai held onto Tatia’s elbow, afraid the maid
would collapse from tremors.

“I think we’ve reached the roots,” Joson
pointed. “See how gnarly the walls are getting? There’s got to be
an out here somewhere.”

“Wait a second.”

“No, let’s go forward, go forward,” urged
Tatia, jerking her arm from Danai’s grasp.

“No really, stop.” Danai halted. “What time
was it when the Mentor abandoned us?”

“No idea,” Aaron answered after a moment’s
thought.

“Mid-day? Later?”

“I swear we hiked forever,” said Joson. “But
with the fog and all, I don’t really know. I just sort of followed
Armerion. My stomach says it’s well after mid-day.”

“Well let’s assume it’s later. So it’s going
to be dark soon. My guess is the clawcat isn’t going to follow us
down the tunnel.”

“And how do you know?” Aaron leaned against
the tunnel-side, studying her.

“The eye was too big for a small creature. We
barely fit through that crack. Besides, it’s no Orpheii-song that
most of the hunters come out at gloaming. So wouldn’t it just be
smarter to settle in here for the night? We’ve got light, food,
water. At some point I’d think it will get bored and leave.”

“And how will we know when it’s dawnshine, oh
wise Elder?” Tatia wasped as her fear subsided.

“Well, I don’t know about you,” Danai
retorted, “but I usually wake up at dawnshine. I don’t see why I
shouldn’t do the same morrowmorn.”

Aaron nodded. “She’s right you know.”

Joson scuffed around, then sat down after
bending over to inspect the area for possible splinters. “I like
the idea of something to eat. And truthfully, my arm hurts like all
daemiani, and staying put would do me fine.”

“Some sojourn,” Tatia groused, daintily
seating herself on a smooth knob of wood, then plucking at the
drawstrings of Aaron’s ruck. “And after all this, we’re supposed to
go search for a Well? Hah!”

“Methinks this is just the start of the fun,”
Aaron answered, reaching for his ruck.

The honeyed sweetness of the Miyacan was a
welcome relief, and the cool water washed away the sour taste of
decay permeating the air. “Don’t gobble too much,” Danai suggested.
“Somehow I think this journey is going to take a lot longer than we
expect.”

“Our luck you’ll be right again.” Tatia
curled up, pillowing her head on Aaron’s ruck.

He stared at her a moment, shrugged, then lay
down near Joson. “Isn’t it strange that none of us thought of using
feyree dust to blind that thing?” he asked nobody in particular.
His question went unanswered as the others’ feathery breathing
filled the air.

* * * * * *

Danai opened her eyes to darkness. She heard
nothing but the slow thumpthump of her heart. The foxfire had
dimmed to little more than bits of glow. Only the sprytes’ faint
bodyglow revealed their whereabouts. We’ll need to get some more of
the foxfire before we can move, she mused. I’d forgotten it does
that. She stretched, feeling a mild protest from her thigh muscles.
Some shape I’m in!

A rustle and yawn came from Joson’s
indistinct figure, and she sensed more than saw him roll to his
knees, stand up—and collide with the low tunnel roof. “Ow!” Tatia
and Aaron jerked upright.

Danai saw the startled glow of their eyes,
and wondered once again why feyree eyes flickered when frightened.
“Morrowmorn’s greeting to you.”

“What’s greetable about it?” Tatia rubbed her
eyes and yawned. “Hey, what happened to the foxfire?”

“I forgot it fades when broken away from the
main plant. I’ll go get some more.” Danai almost added a remark
about Tatia never being around at the end of a revel when the
foxfire had dimmed because she was probably otherwise occupied, but
decided against it. She scrambled to her feet.

“I’ll come help.” Aaron rose and shook
himself, running a hand through his hair, not noticing Danai’s
surprised look. Seizing two of the foxfire bits, they moved back up
the tunnel.

“Fresh air would definitely be a welcome
change.” Aaron yawned. “Remind me to not build my next bower in a
rotting pine trunk. Phew! Say, you were pretty calm yesterday. All
the maids I know would have acted like Tatia. Shrieks and mushy
knees.”

Danai was thankful that the darkness hid her
blush. “Well, maybe it’s the maids you know,” she replied primly,
then hurried to change the subject. “Look, there’s the foxfire.”
She tossed her piece down; it broke apart. The newly exposed
portion glowed brightly. “Toads! I didn’t know it did that.
Would’ve saved us a trip. Should we grab a larger piece so it’ll
last longer?”

“Depends on what we’re going to do next,
don’t you think?”

“Umm, good point. Let’s grab a big chunk
anyway—we can always toss it.”

Aaron helped yank off two large chunks.
“Yuck! It still stinks.” They returned more quickly than they had
come, the fresh foxfire casting weird shifting shadows.

* * * * * *

“This is a worse labyrinth than bramble
bracken!” Joson smeared the sweat from his eyes. It seemed like
forever they had been following the intersecting tunnels to get
out, with no luck.

“I don’t get it.” Aaron chewed his lip. “We
should have found some way out of the roots a ways ago, where it
toppled.”

Tatia had been unusually subdued all morn,
but now spoke. “Uh, what if the roots never pulled free of the
dirt? We wouldn’t find an out because they’re still in the
earth.”

“By the Twins, I think you’re on to
something!” Joson nodded. “It has been smelling pretty earthy in
here, now that you mention it. I’ve been so busy watching where to
put my feet, I didn’t bother to look around us.” He held up the
foxfire close to the roof. “Lots of dirt—more dirt than root. These
tunnels must have been caused by the roots shifting when the tree
fell. We’d better turn around.”

“Oh great, so we just hiked all this distance
for nothing. Frog feathers! Couldn’t you have said something sooner
Tatia?” Aaron shook his head with disgust.

“Well,” Tatia put on what she knew was a
fetching pout, “you all seemed to know where you were going, and
nobody listened to me yesterday.”

“You were all noise and shakes.”

“Was not!”

“Were!”

“Not!”

Danai didn’t know whether to laugh or scream.
“Yes, I’m sure the Mentors would be impressed by us right now,
aren’t you Joson? Look, I just want out of here. Could you two save
your little love quarrel for later?” She pivoted and started
back.

“Danai wait!” Joson grabbed her shoulder.
“What is the way out?”

“Hah?”

“I didn’t make any trail marks, did you? No,
I didn’t think so. We’ve been so sure about this being the right
path. Think of all the turns and crosspaths we’ve followed. Face it
all; we’re lost. Trackers we’re not.”

There was a long pause. The stuffy corridor
felt like a burial chamber. They strained their ears, hoping for a
sound, any sound to suggest a way out. Forward or backward?

“How about something to eat?” Joson pushed
the panic-laden silence away with his cheerful, practical
suggestion. “You know I always think better on a full stomach.” He
squatted down, and began to rummage in his ruck. “Seriously, sit
down you three. We might as well figure out what we’re going to do
over food and water. Just tearing off in one or the other direction
isn’t a good idea—we’ve kinda done that already.” Reluctantly, the
other three sat down.

The few sips of water rinsed her parched
throat, and Danai felt the tight sensation in her chest subsiding.
Something Joson had said earlier tugged at her thoughts.
“Dirt.”

“Plenty of it around here,” griped Aaron
through a mouthful. “Want some more?”

“There wasn’t any in the trunk.”

“How’s that again?” Joson lowered the bit of
Miyacan he was about to nibble, and stared at her intently.

“When we were in the tree, it was just that.
Tree. Wood.”

“Oh, ho. I see where you’re headed,” said
Aaron. “The clues are all around us, if we just had paid attention.
If we go backwards, we should watch for the tree—more wood means
we’re closer. We should be able to find our way back into the
trunk.”

“Exactly. And we usually were coming down,
not climbing up. So we should do the opposite.”

“How do we know it’s going to work?” Tatia
put in.

Danai sighed. “We don’t. It’s open discussion
here Tatia. What do you suggest?”

“I don’t know. But we’ve sure made a mess of
things so far.”

“Nothing escapes you, does it Tatia?” Aaron
stood up, ignoring her glare. “So let’s un-mess them. I, for one,
have a real hankering to smell something other than stinking
foxfire, damp dirt, and moldy wood. Of course, that just my
opinion. Perhaps you enjoy it?”

“And our food is getting low too,” Joson
added, forestalling further argument. “Danai, why don’t you
lead?”

Oh, I hope we’re right, Danai prayed silently
to the Mother, as she tried to walk and simultaneously study the
walls. All this time wasted going down the wrong path—and now we
have to backtrack and try again. Why can’t this be easy?

“Smell!” cried Joson sometime later.

“Yes it does.” Aaron rolled his eyes. “Tell
us something we don’t already know.”

“No, you snail brain. The air. It smells
different.” Joson’s nose was twitching like a squirrel’s.

“Look, more wood up ahead!” Tatia hastened
past Danai and Aaron. “Oh Aaron, maybe we’re getting there. I think
I remember that bend!” The tunnel walls were shifting back to
twined roots and further up, just at the edge of their foxfire’s
glow, the tunnel thickened into trunk. Tatia ran ahead and
disappeared around the bend. They heard her shouting.

“Tatia, come back!” Joson bellowed. They all
burst into a run, hurrying around the bend. Up ahead they saw
flickers of light. Real, natural light. It was so wonderfully
bright after the tunnels. Tatia was dancing with delight by the
foxfire blob.

Moments later, they tumbled out of the much
shredded-crack into glorious sunshine. Birdsong bathed their ears,
sun-warmed air filled their nostrils. They gulped down deep
draughts of it, savoring the freshness. “Oh, it’s as good as
goldenvine dew,” Tatia exhaled rapturously.

Danai looked about, then giggled.

“And what pray tell is so funny?” Aaron
arched an eyebrow as he reached into his ruck for the kuis.

“Us! I’m sure I look as much a fright as you
do! Aaron, you have all this dirt and root in your hair, and a big
smear of something, only the Mother knows what, across your nose.”
She laughed harder. “Joson, there’s Miyacan on your tunic—what I
can see of it under mud and wood bits.”

“Well, you’re no lady of springtime
yourself,” said Joson, as their laughter, tinged with hysteria,
poured forth. “Actually, that shade of dirt is very becoming on
you. And what a lovely crown of foxfire you have. What did you do?
Sleep on it?”

“Some Rite,” chuckled Aaron, smearing away
laugh tears. “Four dirty sprytes by a rotten tree. This is how we
earn our wings?”

“I think they should rename this the Rite of
Dirt,” groused Tatia, vainly attempting to wipe off her blotched
tunic with a piece of freshly-torn leaf. Her comment sent the
others off into more peals of laughter, and after a pause, Tatia
finally joined in.

Their laughter subsiding, Joson shaded his
eyes and stared skyward. “My guess from the sun is that it’s
probably mid-day. That gives us a chance to get back on track with
this Rite—wherever it is we’re going. Which we still have to figure
out. Let’s head back up the hill to where this whole thing fell
apart.” The others nodded and followed him.

The climb was short, and the forest peeled
back to reveal the knobby stone spine that marked the ridge along
which they guessed Armerion had been leading them. Before them lay
a broad swath of Lampion. The ridge framed the northerly part of
the Dell, which was hemmed by pines and trees robed in every shade
of green. Rolling away to the west was a rumpled swell of hills
that vanished into a purple haze. Northwards surged the jagged
Rymple Mountains, footed by the Anlyn Hills, their muscled flanks
mantled in swags of dark pine patterned with lighter green pockets
of birch and aspen. In the distance, the highest peaks were
diademed with snow. Somewhere to the west lay Pyre Tor.

“So which one is it?” Aaron muttered,
scratching absently at the dirt on his neck.

“Those are the Wynndowns.” Joson pointed at
the hazy hills. “We flew to Rymple Dell a few summers ago, and our
bird flapped right over them in less than a day. It would have
taken us several days to walk across. Beyond that is Whittlesea. We
probably flew right past Pyre Tor, but fish feathers if I even
noticed it.”

Danai repeated Mentor Armerion’s words. “Seek
ye out Pyre Tor, the twisted stone Peak which is crowned last by
the setting sun’s fire.”

“Thanks, we remember what he said, and I for
one have absolutely no intention of sitting another day waiting for
sundown,” Tatia spat. “Let’s go down. It stands to reason if we
head west, we’ll figure it out as we go along.”

“But will we get as good a chance to see it
through all the forest?” Aaron argued.

“What about following this ridge top for a
while?” Danai gestured to the right. “It looks like it wraps around
west towards the hills, with plenty of bald spots. We’d be headed
in the right direction, and at sundown, Lunasa willing, we’ll see
Pyre Tor.”

“But there’s no water,” Tatia objected, her
voice growing shrill. “I’m tired. I’m filthy.”

“Yes, you are definitely that. May I offer a
dab from my kuis?” Aaron loosened the drawstrings on his ruck.

Tatia shot him a glare that would have
quartered a chestnut in its shell. “And I’m hungry and just want to
sleep. I’m sick of this stupid Rite.”

“And, of course, you’re the only one that
feels that way,” snapped Aaron. He took a few paces along the
ridge. “Look, we can’t risk not seeing which one is Pyre. As it is,
we’ll need to forage. So let’s get going. We can always hike down
slope later.”

Tatia looked mutinous. “And if I choose not
to accompany you?”

Aaron shrugged. “I hope you can run quickly.
Because you’ll be alone and outside the Charmer’s truce zone.”

* * * * * *

The sun was level with their eyes when Aaron
suggested a halt on a craggy outcropping of dark red stone that
commanded an excellent view of the Rymple Mountains and Wynndowns.
A gentle breeze had sprung up, and the peaks were flushing
pink.

They had managed to replenish their kuis from
cupped leaves thatstill cradled the morning dew, and gathered young
shoots and leaves to munch. It was agreed that the Miyacan was to
be saved for as long as possible.

Danai dangled her legs over the outcropping’s
edge, the others perched comfortably behind her. The sinking sun
cast long strands of honey-hued light, framing the Wynndowns and
Anlyn Hills as they sank into amethyst shadows, separated by
gathering mist. Thin filaments of glittering clouds striated the
sky. The light deepened from gold to bronze, from bronze to copper,
then blazed red, washing the mountain peaks in scarlet. Slowly it
withdrew the crimson mantle until it edged the horizon, a glowing
crescent.

“That must be it,” breathed Joson, pointing.
One twisted peak clasped the last of the sun’s rays, a tortured
spiral of frozen fire. A shimmering red ribbon cascaded down its
distant face, bleeding into the darkness below. The sun vanished.
Pyre Tor dimmed to the color of old blood, but remained visible a
short while longer as gloaming swathed the surrounding hills and
mountains. A magpie shrieked its raucous cry, startling them to
motion.

“Well, I guess we’ve figured out where to
go,” murmured Danai, somewhat bemused by Pyre Tor’s frozen
flame.

“Yes, on the morrow.” Aaron shook himself
free of the image, and stood up, followed by Tatia. “Now we need to
figure out where to bower for the night.” As he spoke, Lunasa
emerged above the trees behind them, a glowing egg in the darkening
sky. The ridge stone reflected back his silvery light, blackening
the shadows of the surrounding brush and trees that shivered in the
rising breeze.

Joson stared uncomfortably into the restless
shadows. “Talk about fuzz heads. We should have chosen a bower site
before sundown watching. I have absolutely no urge to go rooting
about in those shadows for a sleeping place, do you? Makes you
wonder how any sprytes survive these Rites.”

Danai stared along the bald-topped ridge.
During their hike it had made for clear views and a feeling of
safety. Except for a possible bird attack, little could sneak up.
“What if we keep going?” She was rewarded by three pairs of
startled glowing eyes. She gestured towards the silvery path. “We
can see perfectly well in Lunasa’s light, and the trail goes a fair
distance. It would bring us closer to Pyre, and at least we
wouldn’t have to worry about falling asleep and becoming a hunter’s
dinner. I know we’re all tired, but maybe this is part of the Rite.
Nothing has been exactly what I’d call simple.”

“True, true.” Joson nodded thoughtfully,
heaving himself up. “We might as well walk as sit and be
eaten.”

“Will you stop with something eating us
already!” Tatia stamped her foot. “Eat, eat, eat! Is that all you
can ever think of? Either putting something in your fat stomach or
being put into something’s stomach. By all that exists, I am sick,
sick, sick of it! Do you hear? Sick!”

The woods had hushed their soft night sounds
to listen to her shrill tirade. It was strangely quiet. Too quiet.
Danai shivered, wondering what Tatia’s outburst might have
attracted.

A creaky groan vibrated beneath their feet.
Stone gritted on stone. There was the faint ‘ting’ of metal
scraping rock.

“Good going, Tatia,” hissed Aaron, crouching
down, and motioning the others to follow. “Why don’t you just
shriek some more, and see what other adventures you can summon to
liven up this dull journey?”

Danai peered over the outcropping’s edge.

Two glowing emerald eyes peered back.

“By the Mother,” she gasped, leaping to her
feet.

“Indeed, by the Mother,” a gravelly voice
replied, followed by a figure crawling over the cliff’s edge. It
straightened, looming over them, a club-shaped staff poised on the
left shoulder.


Chapter IV

 


 


“It be a good thing
that thee petitioned the great Mother with thy words. In the dark
hours, I be more likely to swing first, speak after. State thy
business here, standing like as ye be on my doorstep at Windsrest
Carrig.” It pointed the club at Danai.

Lunasa’s light revealed a seamed and
whiskered face, a shock of silvery hair bushing out from under a
rounded cap to match the long silver beard. It was hard to discern
where eyebrows ended and hair began. A dark loose-fitting tunic
fell to mid-thigh, waist-cinched with a wide belt clasped by a
glimmering buckle of intricately wrought gold. Baggy leggings
disappeared into heavy-soled boots laced just below the knee.

Swallowing hard, she stepped forward and
bowed. Tipping her head back to see his face, she realized she
barely stood to his knees. “Good sir,” she hesitated, scrambling
for the correct formal words. “We apologize if we intrude on thy
home. We are sprytes on a quest for truth, and halted here to spy
out the peak named Pyre Tor towards which we journey. No
discourtesy was meant, we assure thee.” She wondered if she should
have spoken about their search.

“Sprytes, hey, thee says? Hmmm. Had forgotten
what short things ye are. Long has it been since any have crossed
the ridgestone of Tlarg’s hearth.” He pondered, studying them. Then
flashed a brief smile. “Would ye like a bit of a sup? Night is not
the best time to be out for small wingless ones. Even short folk
such as mine self are well advised to be inside.”

With the question directed at her, Danai had
no choice but to speak for her podmates. “Thy kindness would be
most welcome good sir. And how shall we call thee?”

““Tlarg,” he grunted. “Of the Troich.
And thee?”

“I am Danai of Goldyn Vale.” The others then
stepped forward and introduced themselves.

When Tatia spoke, Tlarg chuckled. “Ho, ho!
And was it thee who shrilled like an angry cricket to disturb the
night, so loud that I heard it down my vent hole?” He turned away,
not waiting for an answer. “Come. There are easy steps along here,
for all thy smallness. I will wait for ye below.” He slipped over
the edge, and only a crunch of boot on stone proved he was not a
dream shadow.

“Are you crazed?” whispered Tatia. “He may
just want to eat us.”

“Now who’s talking about eating?” Joson said.
“Do we really have a choice? Danai has accepted his hospitality. So
down we go.” He took a deep breath, and started over the edge.

“But what is he?”

“Well, I guess we’ll just have to find out.
Hey, remember it’s four against one.” Aaron grinned, stepping
forward. For a moment his golden head shimmered above the stone.
“For Lunasa’s sake, please Tatia—no more shrieking.” Tatia muttered
something under her breath, then followed.

Danai stood alone on the ledge like a
stranded shard of silver. Far off, Pyre Tor flamed blue-white under
Lunasa’s glow. It seemed immeasurably distant. With a sigh, she
clambered over the ledge. Below she could see Tlarg waiting.

“Wondered if we’d already lost thee to some
hungry one,” he joked. “Come, it is but a quick step to my
tunevich.” He gestured them through the stone door. As they
hastened inside, it swung shut blocking any possible chance of
escape.

Tlarg stumped along, following a well-trod
path faintly lit by luminescent stones. They hurried behind,
thankful that he was only perhaps five times their height, and not
walking too quickly. In a few moments, a trembling reddish light
could be glimpsed down-tunnel. Tlarg’s stride lengthened, forcing
them into a quick trot.

“Welcome, thrice welcome, friends.” He had
halted at a rough-hewn entryway, and turned to motion them inside.
“Come. Seat ye by the fire—my table would be too high—and I’ll
bring ye some foodstuffs.” As he spoke, he put his knobstick in a
nook by the entry, its metal shod foot tinging as it brushed
against stone. A darkly grained wood, it sheened in the firelight
with the polish of untold seasons. Then he turned and released a
heavy hide to curtain the entry.

The well-lit cave was filled with cozy
warmth. As they moved towards the hearth, they gazed about in
wide-eyed wonderment. Near the left side of the hearth, a pile of
coarse-shaped many-hued stones glowed dully, placed within easy
reach of a bench laden with some sorts of tools, a tray, and an
unfamiliar treadle wheel-driven object. Beside the tray lay
brilliantly polished gems that scattered back firelight in rainbow
fragments.

In the opposing corner, a rumpled bed sleeve
snuggled atop a pallet of dry grasses. Several stools and benches
lined the walls. A faint trickling came from behind the tool bench,
where a pool of water collected in a deep basin carved from living
rock, and was then carried off in a channel over to another basin
beside which Tlarg stood preparing food, humming softly, his beard
tucked neatly into his belt. Nearby stood a cupboard, intricately
carved from some dark knotty wood that held an assortment of
clayware and other items.

“Ye looks like it has so far been a trying
journey,” he remarked, glancing at them. “If ye wishes, I can
prepare a bowl of warmed water in which to refresh thyselves.”

Tatia was the first to jump up and accept his
offer. “Good sir, thank thee for thy courtesy to unknown wayfarers
such as we be.” She scurried over to where he set the bowl,
considerately placed behind a wide bench leg for privacy.

By the time Tlarg had readied the meal, they
were washed and refreshed. It felt good to rinse off the stickiness
and sweat of the past—could it be only three days, Danai thought.
They gathered on the woven hearth rug, comfortable against buttocks
more recently accustomed to stone and damp wood. Tlarg brought
forth a laden wood trencher and set it beside them, then returned
with fey-sized mugs of water. Clearly not all Tlarg’s guests were
his size, Danai decided. He made a final trip, gathering up a short
stool and a large mug that gave forth delicate odors of summer
flowers and sweet honey. “Eat, eat, my friends,” he urged, waving
the mug over their heads as he settled near them. “I will talk
meanwhile, as I would guess from thy many stares ye has not seen
the likes of me before.”

A large smile appled his full cheeks as the
four sprytes eagerly served themselves from the seeds and thinly
sliced fruits. “Well enough. I be of the Troich, in the common
tongue Gem-Dwarves. Ah, I see ye has heard of us, if only from thy
taletellers, eh? We be harvesters of gems, the beautiful tears
cried by the Mother in her joy at giving birth to the world. See ye
those stones piled hither and yon? I delve them from the rocks and
dirt, sometimes alone, other times with my brethren. And then these
old hands shape and cut to reveal the beauty therein. Many are
those that come for the well-wrought gems of Tlarg—even among thy
Feyree folk. Ah—surprised be ye? And where didst thou think the
stones came for thy Lord and Lady’s crowns worn at the high seat of
Revelstoke on feast days?” He paused, took a long swig, then
settled the mug back on his knee. “Lucky were ye that yon maiden
shrieked at eventide. I choose not to go out much in the day—it
hurts mine old eyes, although the youngsters will brave the
light—and often go not out into the wide world for a season or two.
Those seeking Tlarg come to me. Happen that I wanted to see the
face of Lugh this night, or ye still would be there on my
doorstep.” He gave a deep throaty laugh. “Now that ye have taken
the edge off thy hunger, tell me more of thy tale.”

The sprytes glanced at each other. Joson and
Aaron’s mouths were full, and Danai knew Tatia would not have the
nerve. Wiping her mouth, she adjusted her position to properly face
Tlarg. He nodded and occasionally quirked a bushy eyebrow as she
recounted their short journey. What was not told—Danai preferred to
delicately sidestep some of the more emotional moments—was still
unwittingly revealed to some degree on their faces. Tlarg was a
long-lived dwarf; much could he see of that unspoken.

“So on the morrow, good Tlarg, we will
continue our journey to Pyre Tor and the Well of Truth.”

“Um,” he grunted, mulling her tale as he took
another swig of mead. “Be a long journey on short legs. What say ye
to a shift in plans that will bring ye to the Tor, yet perhaps be a
change in thine adventures? A change for the good I hazard.”

Aaron’s head snapped up. The fire’s warmth
and good food had nudged him towards drowsiness, but Tlarg’s
suggestion sparked him awake. “Sir?”

“My folk, like thine, are long of this realm.
Yonder bright stones require much delving in the Mother’s soul.
Many be the chambers and tunnels that weave through the hills
between here and Meall Clarsair, as we call thy Pyre Tor. It
will at least be an interesting journey, mayhap the likes of which
ye have never seen, and I shall perchance see some friends along
the way.”

There was a muffled snort. Tlarg’s eyes
opened wide at Danai’s shaking figure as she tried unsuccessfully
to control her mirth. Tears streamed from her eyes as she gave in
to laughter.

“Danai, are you all right?” Embarrassed,
Joson reached over to shake her shoulder.

“Ye-e-e-s, oh, oh,” she gasped, the storm
subsiding into chuckles as she palmed the tears away. “Oh Tlarg,
forgive me. I was not laughing at your, uh, thy offer. But truly,
this whole journey has been the likes of which we have never
seen!”

A wry smile fissured the dwarf’s face. “Has a
sense of wit youngling, has a sense of wit.” He chortled, then
shook his head. “I forget that my years are not thine, and much
that is old to me is new to ye. Even so, we will go on march
tomorrow, and continue thy journey.” Heaving up from the stool, he
trundled over to the cupboard, and returned with soft coverlets
which he spread over the hearth rug. As the sprytes snuggled under
the rumpled folds, he banked the fire, then moved towards his
sleeping pallet. “Sleep deep under Lugh,” he bade them.

“May the Mother guard thy dreams,” they
chorused. Soon, gentle sighs ruffled the air, punctuated by an
occasional crackle from the glowing hearth and a throttled snore
from the corner.

* * * * * *

Tlarg was already bustling about preparing
for the journey when they awoke. “At most four days march,” he
answered Aaron, “at least as the Troich amble.” The sprytes quickly
downed the fruits Tlarg had set out, then refilled their kuis and
tidied up. The dwarf finished wrapping up packets of foodstuffs,
and tucked them into a lumpy dirt-stained rucksack. A stoppered
water sack already lay on the bench. Once the sprytes had stepped
through the entryway, he dropped the cover, and made a quick
downward gesture with two hooked fingers, murmuring what Danai
guessed to be a guardian spell to prevent unwelcome visitors.

Setting a steady pace that sometimes forced
the sprytes into a trot, Tlarg tromped into the hills. The path,
smooth-worn by countless boots, twisted its way like a carelessly
tossed vine, with the glowstones, as Tlarg called them, revealing
dark side-arches that the dwarf explained lead to old private
workings.

At times, only the soft thud of feet and
sharper clump of boots interrupted the quiet. “Tlarg,” Aaron asked
during the first rest, “how do thee keep any sense of direction,
with no sun or shadows to guide thine eyes?”

“Can thee not smell the differences?” the
dwarf asked in surprise.

“Smell?”

“Aye, smell. ‘Tis common knowing that each
turning point of the land, be it west or east, north or south, is
possessed of its own smell. Eh, I see thou knows nothing of what I
speak. Well enough, now is a good time as any for some teachings.
Now breathe—no lad, through thy nose! Breathe deeply.”

The sprytes obeyed, their noses twitching
like rabbits’. “Smells like dirt to me,” Joson blurted.

Tlarg laughed hugely. “Well, aye, there is
that for sure. Expect thee aught else when under earth? Nay, I will
guide thy nose. Smell for metal. Has a sharp, sourish scent,
different from dirt. Here, sniff this—it will start ye on the right
road.” He held forth his blade, pulled easily from its thigh
sheath. Each sprite sniffed gingerly. “Now smell again the air;
hold thy mouth slightly open as well. Our folk call it ‘tasting the
air’.”

“I smell it!” Joson fairly hopped on one foot
with excitement. “It’s faint, almost like, like...,” he grappled
for the word, “like the taste of winter water scooped from the
mountain streambed.”

“Good, good,” Tlarg beamed. “Are smelling the
north, the direction in which we march.”

“What smells are the other directions?” Danai
asked.

“I will ‘smell them’ to thee until thy own
nose recognizes the scents. West be a burnt smell, much like last
season’s burned wood after a rain. East smells of grass fresh
plucked, clean yet faintly sweet, like berries nearly ripe. South
is of hot sun on old flowers, almost too sweet. The smells, they
shift and blend as one marches the tunnels. See ye. All turnabout
and walk a few steps from where we came.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Tatia, who had been mostly
quiet. “I smell kingcup and lily bells.”

“Good! Now all turn very slowly, and smell as
ye turn.”

As she concentrated, Danai marveled at the
shifting patterns of odors that filtered up her nostrils. She saw
that the dwarf was right about smells being more pronounced if she
held her mouth ajar. Flowers, grass, metal, fire. “Does this work
above ground as well?” she asked.

“Aye,” nodded the dwarf, re-shouldering his
sacks. “But there on the outside, it is harder, with so many other
scents hurrying about on the back of the breeze.” He winked at her.
“Happens our tunnels are not known for their flowers and
grass.”

Direction sniffing kept them busy on the next
leg of the march, and the sprytes competed for Tlarg’s approval. At
what the dwarf said was mid-day, they halted by a sluggish
underground creek. The sprytes were thankful for the break, and
there was much rubbing of tender feet and tight leg muscles. As
they ate, at Danai’s request, he shared with them a bit of Troich
lore.

“Hearken ye then, to the true tale of the
Tuil Mor. Troich have been here perhaps longer than most other
folks,” the dwarf began, settling himself more comfortably on a
humped stone. “The Mother called us forth at the dawn of the world
to help shape her creation. The Troich-eldrich, the elder
dwarves, were larger than us nowadays, and worked unflinching in
the sunshine. We lived mostly above the earth then. Some say the
Mother made us smaller when our work for her was done, others...,”
Tlarg frowned, then continued.

“The Troich-eldrich worked with the Mother
for many upon many seasons. For a time, she gave them the power to
call forth forces to carve the mountains, scrape basins out to
cradle lakes, to chisel and crack the rock face, to mound and shape
the earth. Forces of great power they were—wind, lightening,
storms, rain—but always under the final command of the Mother.
Hamorg was the Maighstir—master in thy tongue—and each morn, he
reviewed the fruits of the previous day’s labors, and planned that
day’s work with the Mother.

“She saved our realm of Lughadon for the
last, sparing no detail in crafting a place beyond beauty. Soft
were the swelling green hills, noble the climbing mountains, bright
the flowers that danced among the meadows. No water compared for
sweetness, no breeze carried such fragrances, no soil produced so
much bounty.” Tlarg paused, his eyes seeing something beyond the
tunnel walls.

“And so the seasons passed and passed, and
once our work was complete, the Mother blessed us for our labors,
and let us free to delight in the land we had helped craft. But as
often happens when there is too much good and life is easy, some
Troich grew restless, and desired to create change for change’s
sake.

“Morathag, who traced his lineage back to
Hamorg, felt beauty was not enough to live by, and called a
Comhairle—a gathering of elders representing each clan, for
our folk gathered in groups much like thy vales. Morathag bespoke a
vision from the Mother commanding he lead the folk under earth for
a great water was forthcoming. Yet none would at first believe his
prophesy. He ranted on the crest of Shamargadon—a great chambered
cairn high-risen above a golden plain. And swore by all we honored
that his was not a dream but a true vision.

“The folk doubted, wavered, wondered. Was he
not in the right line of descent from Hamorg? And a storm arose
even as they debated, and lightening flared and wind wailed, and a
strange sickly green fire flickered down from the clouds and darted
among the grasses. Morathag cried out that it was even as the
Mother had foretold him, warning that the waters would come soon
after. ‘To earth’, he cried.

“And a panic devoured us, and we scrambled
down inside the great cairn, and pleaded to the Mother to grant us
life, and vowed we would do her all honor, even as Morathag
directed. And we named him Maighstir, and swore to obey him as high
Chief Tain.

“He ordered us to dig, and delve under the
meadows, probing ever farther up into the hills, seeking out the
beautiful gifts of the Mother—gold, silver and gems. And our
smythes wrought these into things of great beauty. Goblets carved
from a single gem, crowns twisted with carnelian, topaz and
sapphires, blades runed with cunning scrollery and hilted in
gems.

“For many seasons we did as ordered, creating
a new realm within the darkness. Morathag permitted only his chosen
few to leave, and forbade our digging more than a few exits, ever
cautioning of the impending waters, even as he built a marvelous
dwelling atop Shamargadon. But most found that out only later, for
we were kept away from the cairn in our tunnels, and stepped out
only to hunt and food-forage. There were murmurs of how the ale
flowed, and gems were gifted, and of the revelry as he hosted
gatherings among many folk. And Morathag crafted a craving among
these folk for a like wealth and boughten beauty. And they in turn
took up pursuits so that they would have barter and desirable
commerce for Morathag.

“Often I wonder that none of these folk
seemed to question from whence came the many treasures of Morathag,
nor asked about where his kinfolk lived. Yet he was ever a great
speaker and most likely told them a pretty tale. And all the while,
as she does always, the Mother was watching. Watching her beautiful
world warp into one where folk celebrated and fought for the joys
of ownership, instead of savoring the gifts of life given.

“Seldom does the Mother speak. Hence many
feel a need to put words into her mouth, even as did Morathag. But
there comes a time she will speak. It may be a creature she raises
above all others, often marked in a way not at first understood. Or
she will call the great Powers forth to remind all who indeed
created this realm, who gifted them life.

“Be wary of thy untruths for they will haunt
thee in the days to come. Such is a saying among my folk. And so
did Morathag’s much-heralded vision finally come to pass. Came a
spring of rain. Seeping rain. Creeping rain. Pushing the great
waters that surrounded Lughadon before it, slithering down the
mountains’ slopes to pool, swelling lakes, covering shrubs and
small plants, gurgling up the sides of trees until their roots
floated free and they toppled. And soon the lakes joined hands with
the great waters, and the land began to drown. On the flatlands
south, our tunnels collapsed. Only the lucky ones escaped into the
high mountains, pursued by the hungry waters. Well do I remember
the sucking sounds made as the water gargled up those tunnels, ever
closer to those of us huddled in unheeded prayer in our highest
tunevich. Others likewise escaped into the highest reaches, but
many died. Many, many died.” Tlarg halted. Behind him the water
gurgled and gulped, echoing a tragedy past.

“And Morathag?” Danai whispered after some
moments had elapsed. “What happened to him?”

The dwarf started, then a slow grim smile
oozed across his face. “One who preaches false visions must be
prepared for when they come true. Morathag perhaps did not believe
the truth when he saw it. He perched upon Shamargadon, like a bird
of ill-omen, fleeing to the highest tower, and waited. Waited until
long after it was too late to come down, for the tunnels were
flooded. And under the hungry wash of waters, the cairn dissolved
and collapsed into itself, swallowing Morathag and all his
fripperies and toadying court. None have ever returned willingly to
that cursed spot, though some say that he and his dwelling remain
entombed within. It is known as Marbh Cnoc, the dead hill, and lies
south of thy Goldyn Vale.”

“How long did the waters stay?” Joson
asked.

“Long enough that my beard half-changed from
black to silver. Long enough that we invited other folk into our
tunnels, and we helped each other to survive, sharing skills and
knowledge. It was then that I first met the Fey folk. Long enough
that when the waters finally retreated, they left behind a land so
buried in mud and barren of living things, it was a place unknown.”
He shook his head sadly. “Lughadon was gradually reborn in the
seasons after the Tuil Mor, the great flood, but only as a memory,
a paler shadow of the glory it once had been. The Troich created a
new home among the hills and mountains, with the wisdom to carve
doorways out to the Mother’s world and stay in contact with the
other folk. And they vowed never again to grant any the title of
Maighstir, nor to give any complete power as we had Morathag. Now,
it is the Comhairle who must choose by vote, and every Troich may
speak his piece. None are higher or lower than the other, and
greatness is earned with deeds, not words.”

Tlarg heaved himself up. “Come. We are near
Dumarg’s tunevich, and I think it likely he will let us bide this
night.” Leaping lightly across the glowstones moored in the
streambed, he strode onward. The sprytes scrambled to catch up,
slipping and splashing through the water, shouting for him to
wait.


Chapter V

 


 


“Near?” muttered
Tatia later as the long march continued. “I’d hate to see what he
considers far!” Their legs burned, their hot feet throbbed from the
relentless pounding on stone and hard-packed dirt. Conversation
flagged, and each focused on plodding forward. Only Tlarg seemed as
fresh as when they started.

“Hey, is that real light up ahead?” panted
Joson, swiping away a mustache of sweat. The others peered forward
hopefully.

“Aye, that it be. Good eyes young Joson,”
Tlarg replied, emerging from some deep thought. “Dumarg is home it
seems.” He hurried ahead, shouting. “Hail Dumarg! Hail!” The echoes
bounced off the tunnel walls.

A bristly-bearded shadow poked out from the
light. “Who calls?” it bellowed in a voice higher than Tlarg’s
burly rumble.

“Thee are going deaf if can not tell by thine
old mine-mate’s voice!”

“Nay, I knew it was thee all the time!”

“Hah! Then why ask?” Tlarg dropped his load,
and the two dwarves hugged each other with much backslapping and
smiles.

“And who be thy companions? By the Mother,
Fey folk! Long has it been since I have seen the likes of ye!”
Dumarg exclaimed, bending forward slightly to stare at the
disheveled sprytes. “But where are thy wings?”

“Lout,” Tlarg snorted. “Has it been so long
that thee has forgotten that nowadays they must earn those wings?
These be sprytes on journey to Meall Clarsair.” He shifted to a
more formal tone. “We ask the favor of thy hearth and hospitality
this eventide, in the Mother’s name. May we enter?”

“Welcome, thrice welcome! Enter and refresh
thyselves.” Dumarg bowed and stepped aside.

Wearily, the sprytes entered, forgetting
courtesy in their exhaustion.

Dumarg twitched an eyebrow in askance at his
comrade for such a breach, but Tlarg just smiled and shook his
head. The four hesitated at the threshold, unsure where to sit, and
looked up at Dumarg.

“First, a wash,” their host cried, taking the
situation in hand. “Back in that corner, near my grinding stone,
shall ye find fresh water. Drying cloths I shall bring ye. Ye look
like vagabond crows after a dust bath! Tlarg here has overworked ye
this day. And thee, dear friend, share with me the meanwhile how
thou came to be entangled with sprytes.”

As they washed, the sprytes heard a pleasant
sizzling sound, and the rich smells of cooking permeated the cave.
Danai made her way stiffly over to where the two dwarves stood
chatting by the hearth, then stood awkwardly, hesitant to
interrupt.

“Aye, maiden?” Dumarg turned from stirring
the skillet. Shorter and more slender than Tlarg, his hair and
beard, which was tucked into his belt, were chestunut. Hazel eyes
sparkled at her in the firelight. She noticed a finely-wrought
torque of gold lay among the sand-colored folds of his tunic, and a
topaz ring flashed gem-fire on his left hand.

“Good Dumarg, would thee forgive our lack of
courtesy? We can only plead that we are unused to such lengthy
travel, being not as sturdy as Tlarg, and forgot the rules of
hospitality.” The others crowded behind her, echoing the
apology.

“Pish, tish. Ye are younglings, and besides,
now ye have made up for thy oversight. And what am I cooking?” he
smiled seeing them looking up at the steaming skillet, inhaling the
rich fruity smells it gave off. “I have taken dried oats, and
ground black acorns harvested while yet on the tree, and dried
blackberries, and added dashes of other flavors. And then lightly
fried them first in oil from the flowers of the sun, then added
blackberry juice and a smidge of water. A hearty porridge, fit for
travelers! There be no meat—I honor thy folk’s ways. Seat ye over
there on the hearth’s edge, and I will serve ye.”

Danai could not remember food ever tasting so
good, and smiled at Aaron as he asked for a third helping. Even
Tlarg served himself yet a fourth time, leaving little.

“And perchance a bit of a sweet, now that ye
have taken the edge off thy hunger?” Dumarg returned from the
cupboard bearing a long honey-glazed fruit roll and a sharp blade.
He sliced it, then quartered two pieces into a manageable size for
the sprytes.

Joson eagerly bit into a piece. “Mmmm, where
did you, I mean thee find such ripe blackberries so early in the
season?”

“In Srath Orach, the vale of the sun.”

“Where is that?”

“It is a special garden of our folk, one
started long ago from the seeds we saved after the Tuil Mor. We
believe it to be blessed by the Mother, for even in the coldest
snows, it be sheltered and warm. Many are the fruits and plants
that we grow the seasons round for our use. It is free to all
Troich, yet we must work to keep it alive and growing.”

“Thee are very lucky,” commented Aaron,
licking his fingers for a last taste of the sweet glaze, and
pretending not to see Joson reach for yet another slice.

Dumarg shook his head, a twinkle sparking his
eyes. “Youngling, when thee has lived as long as one such as I,
thee will learn that luck, such as it is, almost always takes hard
work.”

Morrowmorn, Dumarg sent them along with good
wishes—and an extra fruit roll to Joson’s great delight. Stiff legs
soon limbered as the tunnels began to twist upwards with a sharper
slope. Danai’s nose told her they were headed northwest, and she
asked Tlarg how much further.

“Three more days, maiden, and we will reach
the valley of the Well, four if we stop to see sights along the
way. And tonight we will stay with Shamarig. A bard he is, and a
storyteller, and there may even be news from the outside. And on
the way, I will show ye a wonder of our folk.”

Some time after mid-meal, Joson pointed.
“Tlarg, is that sunlight I see far ahead?” He was peering so hard,
he tripped over a glowstone.

“Unusually good eyes thee have, Joson!” Tlarg
chuckled as he leaned over to help the spryte up. “But thy feet
need some aid. What thee sees comes from the Clahaich, or
the Delving in the common tongue.” His stride lengthened, forcing
the sprytes into a trot. “Many are the tunevich we Troich have dug
in search of gems and such. But none are as this. Only here has
every gem been unearthed. Down have we dug and down, until it be
many levels deep, filled with hollows and halls. Many of our folk
live here, for after Tuil Mor, the remainders of our clans came
together to survive. Some have since left to found other outlying
tunevich, but it is here where we hold our gatherings, be they for
celebration or for council.”

“But the bright sunlight?” Danai asked,
puzzled.

“Happen we thought that such beauty should be
open to Lugh and the Mother, so we have worked the stone to softly
let in light without the wet. It but seems bright to ye after a
long march in the tunnel dimness. Ye shall soon see!”

They approached a tall portal flanked by two
pillars of elaborately carved glowstone through which the sunlight
shone softly. Beyond it they could see a similar portal leading off
to another tunnel; the portals appeared to be a cross path of
sorts. Tlarg signaled them to wait, and stepped through. After a
quick glance to his right, he beckoned.

Entering, they saw matching portals on their
left and right. After a few strides they were beyond the pillars,
turning right where Tlarg pointed into the Clahaich—and jerked to a
halt in wide-eyed amazement.

A large cavern arched high above them. At its
apex a perfect circle perhaps sixteen feylengths wide had been
carved, through which a waterfall of sunlight shimmered as it
passed through a translucent covering. The walls and roof were
filigreed with a swirling design of leaves, flowers, fruits and
vines—created from gemstones of every imaginable hue. The air
seemed a veritable tapestry of color coaxed forth by the sunlight,
weaving to form different shades as the sun advanced across the
opening. Ruby and topaz burst into marigold, sapphire and
tourmaline filtered to emerald. A soft ping-tzing could be heard as
the sunbeams warmed the gems, expanding them slowly in their
niches. The air seemed almost flavored with color.

Directly beneath the center of the apex,
throned on a simple tear-shaped pedestal of burnished red gold, was
a huge emerald, faceted to trap the dancing sunbeams within its
heart. It glowed with rippling fire, seeming to pulse with light,
at times throbbing to brightness that cast a veil of golden-green
light through the cavern, at times a green ember. But never, ever
still.

Tlarg tapped his heart three times with his
fist, then knelt before the stone, motioning the sprytes to do
likewise. “Behold the soul of Lughadon, the Anam of our
folk,” he whispered reverently. “It is said that when the
Troich-eldrich completed their tasks, the Mother bestowed upon them
the Anam in thanks. It was somehow rescued in the Tuil Mor, and
carried to Srath Orach. There are times when the sun sits directly
overhead, and the eye of Lugh rests above the western horizon that
one can see... memories of the first Lughadon. Not often. But
sometimes. Perhaps that is why we troich so enjoy or work—because
in these lovely stones, be they uncut or crafted, we see a little
of our beloved Lughadon as it was in the ancient days.”

Mesmerized by the Anam’s throbbing heart,
Danai had the sensation that the stone was swelling to engulf the
cave. She beheld a convulsing light—or was it flame? Behind the
light—or was it within?—she sensed a hint of something, as one does
when slipping into the world of dreams and the door begins to open.
The light pulsated, then coalesced, and before her stood a
monstrous feyree, swathed in twisting scarlet flames, skin seared a
scorching cracked black, wearing a face half-remembered, fingers
grasping, shouting silently at her.

She screamed, staggering back against Tlarg’s
leg.

Tlarg gargled with surprised fear, and from
elsewhere came other startled shouts and cries. The image collapsed
upon itself. The Anam subsided into dullness.

“May the Mother and Lugh preserve us!” “What
horror was that?” Cries burst out from the few Troich that had been
seated near the Anam and witnessed the blazing apparition. They
milled about the Clahaich, pale under their dusky skins. Some
stared sideways at the Anam, making gestures to ward off unknown
evil. The rank smell of sweaty fear permeated the air.

Their shouts had attracted other dwarves, who
now spilled in through the portal until the cavern filled, while
others clumped at the entry peering over shoulders. One
black-bearded dwarf, blue-clad with a triangular bundle slung
across his back, hurried over to Tlarg. “Brother of mine! Thee are
as white as new-dropped snow. Sit thee down, and let us calm
ourselves. Do ye all likewise!” This last he directed at the
seething throng that seemed to be growing by the moment. The
sprytes huddled close to Tlarg’s knees, balancing on his boot tops
to avoid being crushed. The blue dwarf’s tone seemed to settle the
crowd, and most slowly sat down on the smooth floor, some casting
nervous glances at the Anam.

“Shamarig, Shamarig,” gasped out Tlarg, who
remained standing, his eyes still fastened on the Anam. “A burning
creature, yet it did not burn, although its skin was black-charred,
its mouth and eyes naught more than flame slashes. A terrible
thing, a nightmare thing!”

“Mayhap a message,” replied Shamarig calmly.
Tlarg nodded, as did others.

“From what?” cried one dwarf shouldering his
way through the portal.

Shamarig turned towards the speaker, his lean
figure nearly a head higher than most of the surrounding dwarves.
“The Anam is the gift of the Mother. Can we not assume it be from
her?”

“Aye, but what says she?” exclaimed another
from behind the Anam.

“I would not pretend to know,” Shamarig said
slowly. “That is for wiser heads than mine.”

“Perchance it was but a trick of light?”

“It was no trick,” Danai blurted out, still
trembling. “It was a sending, as he says!” Astonished, the dwarves
searched for the disembodied voice; many started as they took heed
of the huddled sprytes’ presence.

“Aye, without question,” Shamarig agreed.
“But an incomplete one. A warning of some sort, of that I am most
sure, but beyond such, I know not.”

“We must to call a Comhairle!” exclaimed
several voices. “Aye, aye, a Comhairle,” bellowed others, their
shouts colliding into a loud rumble that set the gems vibrating
with a discordant twang.

“Send the message out to the Eldrich from all
the clans,” ordered Shamarig, pointing at several dwarves.
“Seythnak, Moishnag, Amnarolg, choose the messengers as ye will. We
gather here at mid-day four days hence. Inform them it is by order
of the Mother, and it is the Ard-Clarsair Shamarig who
summons them to Comhairle.”

Satisfied at the actions taken, the crowd
dispelled, some singly, most in groups, discussing and debating the
sending. In a few moments, the Clahaich was empty.

“Tlarg, we don’t have to stay for the
Comhairle, do we?” Joson gently tugged on the still visibly upset
dwarf’s tunic hem.

He glanced down, seeming surprised to see
them. “Nay, nay, I will fill my troth and get ye to the valley. I
saw the horror; I can speak well enough for us all.” He
shuddered.

“Come, bide with me this eve,” urged
Shamarig, gently taking Tlarg’s arm and leading the way out of the
chamber. The sprytes hurried after, nearly falling over themselves
in their eagerness to escape. None risked a glance back at the
Anam.

* * * * * *

Shamarig’s cave gave the sprytes the feeling
of a place long-used to company, yet also where one could relax
hearthside in comfortable silence. Carefully placing his bundle in
a well-worn nook, he turned to provide for the comfort of his
guests. “Mead for all,” he advised, pulling down a pale green clay
jug and assorted sized drinking mugs from a shelf.

“We are on journey sir,” protested Joson.
“And without the Mentors’ presence, I’m not sure it is
permitted.”

Tlarg and Shamarig snorted in tandem. “Nay,
lad,” insisted their guide. “If it be an Elder thee needs, I would
wager I am many times the age of most of thy Mentors. And after
that burning horror, can thee really say that a sup of mead would
truly be amiss?” Joson shook his head, and reached for the
proffered mug.

Danai swigged deeply of the sweet-scented
drink, eager to dull the yet-vivid vision. The tangy liquor burned
her throat, and she coughed and spluttered, tears clouding her
sight. Between coughs, she heard the guffaws of her podmates and
the dwarves. “Thee have not much experience with such drink, I
warrant,” chuckled Shamarig, to Danai’s further embarrassment. “I
beg thee to not insult my good mead by gulping it as if it were
water.”

“I’m convinced,” Danai choked, wiping her
eyes clear as a reassuring warmth radiated from her belly outwards.
She settled on the soft rug before the hearth, her back to the
fire, afraid of what might reappear in the dancing flames. Her
podmates chatted with Shamarig. Tlarg watched her, but said
nothing.

Bustling about the cupboard and sideboard,
Shamarig assembled an assortment of foodstuffs to tempt his guests’
palates. Shortly a repast of seeds, golden honey and coarse brown
bread, fresh fruits and new-harvested greens lay on trenchers
before them. None of the sprytes had ever seen bread before, but
Joson fearlessly took a piece slathered with honey and pronounced
it excellent. For a time, the group applied themselves to the
business of eating, and the cave was comfortably quiet except for
the munching of food, and an occasional hiss and pop of an ember on
the hearth. “And now,” said Shamarig, after the trenchers had been
cleared, another round of mead poured, and the fire replenished.
“Let us hear of thy journey.”

Joson, sensing Danai’s reluctance, stood up
to speak, and Danai was thankful for her podmate’s kindness. She
had no desire to do more than sip at the mead and only
half-listened to the tale, her mind cautiously probing around the
edges of the vision like a tongue poking a sore tooth. What in the
name of the Blessed One could it herald? Her thoughts were tugged
back by Aaron’s question.

“Please Shamarig, what is a—that word thee
used when thee called the Comhairle?”

“An Ard-Clarsair,” the dwarf replied, rising
and retrieving the bundle, which he carried gently back to the
hearth. Almost reverently it seemed, he unhasped the acorn-brown
hide case, worn to a smooth sheen, and withdrew a delicate harp.
“In thy tongue, thee would name me a Bard or perhaps a Skald, or
more likely an Orpheii, for I tell tales as well as sing songs and
chants. And because I have won the Eisteddfod festival, I am
called the Ard-Clarsair—the High Harpist of our folk.”

“Eisteddfod?” Aaron prompted.

“A great gathering of the Troich with much
jesting, gossip and a, I think, at times prideful showing of
crafted wares. More to the point, it is likewise where we compete
with music, poetry and stories. A select bench of elders judges
each performance, and determines the winners. It is not often one
wins in more than one style.”

“And he has done so, winning them all not
once, but thirty times,” Tlarg added, beaming with pride and
delight. “No mean feat as the Eisteddfod happens but once every ten
winters. What my too shy younger brother fails to add, humble
Troich that he be, is that there are several rungs within each
trial. Music be not simply the playing of one song, but
five—dancing, mourning, celebration, talksong, and feasting—and the
judges watch to see how well the performer can play not only their
instrument, but those who listen. For my brother to have earned the
title of Ard-Clarsair, he had to win all. It is no mean skill that
Shamarig has.”

“How long is he allowed to be Ard-Clarsair?”
Tatia asked.

“Until a new one arises who can best him in
the Eisteddfod.”

“But what if he doesn’t win the next
one?”

“No matter,” shrugged Tlarg. “None can unseat
him lest they win. It be our way of ensuring that there is always
an Ard-Clarsair, for he is the speaker of our folk.”

“Brother, brother,” Shamarig chided, shaking
his head. “I think sometimes thee are more proud than I of this
thing.”

“And why not? I am a mere crafter of bright
things. Many are there of my like among us. But thee! I warrant
thee could move stones to tears, and even the creatures of the wild
halt to attend thy musical ramblings.” He winked at Danai. “Yet no
Troich-maid has won his heart.” Shamarig blushed under his dusky
cheeks, eliciting a loud guffaw and knee slap from Tlarg.

“See ye what comes of family,” Shamarig
growled, drawing forth the harp. “They think it nothing to speak of
such matters. On to other things! Here be Clarsach, my queen, my
voice.” He stroked the dark red wood, high-sheened to brilliance by
untold seasons of play. Strands of bright gold threaded between the
harp’s neck and sound box, anchored by elaborately carved tuning
pins of a contrasting pale wood. At the pillar’s crest was carved a
delicate suggestion of a face, with half-closed slanted eyes that
regarded Shamarig, a soft smile lightly curving the delicate lips.
The two faces gazed upon each other, all else forgotten. Danai
understood why Shamarig had found no dwarf-maid. His ladylove was
Clarsach.

Long callused fingers rippled across the harp
strings, and a melody like running water trickled through the cave.
The sprytes sat entranced. Tlarg settled himself more comfortably,
his back against the wall, thankful his mug was yet fairly full of
mead. A private playing by his brother was a rare event indeed, and
one to be savored.

“And what shall I play for ye?” Shamarig’s
voice took on a different timbre, resonant, harmonizing with
Clarsach’s lighter notes. “Nay, ye know little if aught of our
folk. Shall I tell ye a tale of the mountain to which ye journey,
the Meall Clarsair, and how it came to bear its twisted peak?” He
smiled at their eager nods.

“In the elder days, when the world had been
shaped by the Troich-eldrich to her satisfaction, came the Mother
once again to add new life to our wondrous land of Lughadon. From
her sprang all creatures—the owl from her brow, the hart and hare
from her feet, the nightingale from her breast, the squirrel from
her hands. And when she was done giving life to them all, the day
had waned. And she stood, awaiting the presence of great Lugh, he
whom you call Lunasa.

“Mighty he arose, full swollen with majesty
and light, his face lined with wisdom and seasons past counting.
And the Mother began to dance in his radiance, her tiny feet
springing and pirouetting, her emerald skirts aswirl in a
shimmering rainbow mist, hands tracing patterns and shapes in the
silvery light.

“And behold! The shapes gathered the light
unto them, and became solid. And forth first sprang the Ael, a maid
and a lad, agile, lean, with sculpted ears and tip-tilted eyes,
bodies as fluid as melting ice on a warm spring day. Lugh rose yet
higher, and his light paled, yet still the Mother danced, and her
laughter burst forth, swirling the radiant beams, taking shape as
it flickered among the sparkling motes, until came forth the
Sidhiche, thy folk. And the Ael and Sidhîche joined the Mother’s
dance with all the energy of the newly born. All that night the
Mother danced, until her folk were imagined to life in Lugh’s
light.

“Yet let us now move forward to the time when
the Troich-eldrich had passed. And there came an ael-maid to the
cascading waters that descended a high cliff at the mountains’
western edge. Aelvina she was called, and a great beauty among her
folk. None other had such silver hair or skin, the fingerprints of
Lugh, and her shimmering green eyes were like rain-washed grass in
springtime. She was gentle of heart, and this sealed her doom.

“As Aelvina knelt to fill her vessel with the
pure waters, she sensed eyes upon her. For the ael are wise in
woodcraft, and close to the creatures of the land, having been born
but a short while after. Slowly she rose, slowly, slowly, no fear
in her stance. Slowly she turned until she could gaze full wide
upon the flower-gemmed vale in which she stood. And there, at the
woods’ edge, staring at her in unabashed admiration, she beheld a
sapphire-eyed Troich lad. Curbarig. He knelt in mute homage.

“We Troich are not known for our looks, but
Curbarig was handsome, even by the high standards of the ael.
Unusually tall he was, as tall as Aelvina, blackhaired, with pale
hands callused not by mining but music. For he was the
Ard-Clarsair. Unbidden, his hands strayed to his harp, and brought
forth sweet melodies to celebrate the ael-maid’s beauty. Such joy,
such light, such harmony! The sun brightened, the flowers glowed,
the very air was honey-sweet with music. And Aelvina, beauteous
Aelvina, did what no ael-maid had ever done. She fell in love with
one not of her own.

“Lightly she danced, a dance of laughter, of
love, twirling around Curbarig, casting a net of love about him.
Not hard was Curbarig to woo, and his song shifted to express his
wondering love. When he ceased, the very notes hung suspended in
the sunbeams, singing to themselves with delight.

“Love knows naught but the moment. Aelvina
and Curbarig met often in secret by the falls, and it was not long
before she was with babe. Then great was the consternation of her
folk, for she would not confess the father, and thus brought shame
upon her family. Long were the days that Curbarig played sadly upon
his harp by the falls, for Aelvina was hyell-bound, forbidden to
leave the hollowed halls of her home.

“And when she gave birth, her father’s wrath
knew no bounds. For to any eyes, the ael-babe was not one of pure
blood. No ael had hair the darkness of a raven’s wing, nor rounded
ears. He stormed from the birthing chambers, hands still wet with
his daughter’s blood, and sought the ael-lord, petitioning for help
to right this insult to his hyell.

“There is magic among the ael, for how little
they choose to use it, but the ael-king called forth his
draoidh, and demanded a vision of the newborn’s father. Thus
bidden, the draoidh wove a globe of silver light, within which they
beheld Curbarig, yet seated on a stone by the falls, ever-strumming
his harp as he awaited his absent lady-love.

“If the father had been wrathful before, it
was naught to now. A Troich! He recoiled, swearing terrible oaths.
His servant cowered at such vows, and slipped in haste from the
lord’s audience chamber to return to the hyell, for he rightly
feared for Aelvina’s life and sought to warn her.

“Still aching with the agony of childbirth,
Aelvina fled, carrying her son swathed in a coverlet of mossy
green. Alainn, she had named him. She struggled along the familiar
paths, ears straining for the beloved sounds of Curbarig’s harp.
And finally, as if through a veil, she heard them, and stumbled
onwards.

“Curbarig sprang to his feet, his cry of joy
shattered as he beheld the swaddled newborn and the terror in
Aelvina’s eyes. She panted out the tale, clinging to his shoulders,
mindless of the tears coursing down both their cheeks. For Curbarig
could see that Aelvina was dying. Her body, pushed too hard, too
far, too soon, surrendered. Translucent became her skin and her
emerald eyes dulled. Curbarig clasped her with all his strength,
praying for his lady-love’s life, but his grasp was not enough. And
in a little while, Aelvina closed her eyes, her kiss fell from his
lips, and she sank into the next world.

“No words are there for Curbarig’s agony. He
screamed his grief at the mountains, throat torn by pain and
sorrow, cursing the father, the world, and all in it for taking
away that which he valued beyond anything. He even proffered his
life in exchange, but the mute trees and mountains listened not,
and at length he fell sobbing to his knees beside her still form.
Under a cairn he buried her, gathering the purest white stones to
place over her grave near the falls where they had known such joy.
And against the stones he leaned his harp, for he knew the music
within had died.
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