To Dance With Danger 

By Rebekah Burcham    
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A Note on the Text

     This story undoubtedly has been classified as fantasy fiction, shelved neatly next to other tales of dragons and fairies, stalwart knights in shining armor, and pretty damsels in distress. But this story is different. It should be called a historical fiction for it tells the story of a maiden who lived at a time long before even the most primitive centuries that museums display as the earliest brink of the earth.

    For long ago there was a time when our world masqueraded in a splendor and majesty that we may never again rival. That lustrous time dawned when the story I am about to tell you ended, for it is the story of the people and events that brought this magnificence and peace into being.

    That time, alas, fell into a desperate ruin over wars and terrors beyond what we now know as evil. Cruelty exercised upon the weak exterminated minor species and plague and prejudice drew the knives across the throats of much what we now call 'fantasy beings'. This was a time when Men overruled the Earth and they ruled it with a gluttonous corruption that can only, perhaps, compare to our future if we allow our feet to continue to travel on the road we march.

    At that time there was only one man who believed in the Light, and he instructed his family in its ways. He had a trace of Elvish and Iele blood, the last remainder of the broken line of the great elvish Queen Arindel.

    A great catastrophe befell the entire Earth, and every evil being was scraped from its face, and only the animals the man saved along with his family survived. Alas, the Earth was a hard place after this catastrophe and more difficult to live on than ever before. Many species became extinct on its tired crust, among them the dinosaurs, dragons, imps and other fantastical creatures.

    So the man and his family grew and multiplied, and once again the earth was filled with people and time grew on the land and the land grew as time did – until we reach the point in this history when you were born.

    This is your story as much as it is mine. Indeed, even you have a trace of the glorious Arindel. And it shows in times of greatest need when grace and tact and strength are desperately craved. The time when it comes to lift your head, stare your fear in the eye, and say: I am strong.

    Do you believe this history? Where does fantasy end and history begin? 


Every story comes from somewhere, who could believe that the human mind could have invented dragons and giants and elves all in a wild spur of the moment wholly from scratch? Perhaps they see a writer hovering over a blank piece of paper or a bard musing to himself in a medieval haystack. Alas, people will believe the unbelievable even if only to avoid admitting the impossible. Surely you see that all stories must come from somewhere, even if they are exaggerated, there is always a root

    This story is the root.

    This is your story.

Threat


Fear soared with black wings, plummeting over the city and pervading hearts with its shadow. It had been set free by loose tongues and dark rumors – and now by the Black Army. 


From the window the Elf viewed the soldiers mustering over the stone cobbled street. Her golden eyes flickered with solemn wisdom, understanding things that were better left unknown. The stranger turned from the mantle and inclined his head toward her. 


“You see?” He asked in a deep, rich voice. “It is happening.” 


“I see,” she said softly in a voice like rich honey, smooth and sweet. 


“And the quest?” 


“I do not know,” she gazed quietly past the cold, glass panes into the street and the dark army that bore the Black Mark as their colors. 


The stranger gripped the back of the chair in front of him. 


“But you must!” He cried intensely. “For the good of the Empire and the Arc, may fate bless his days.” 


“The Empire?” She turned toward him for the first time. “What hope is there left in the Empire? The Black Army is unquenchable.” 


“So you'll surrender without a word?” His dark eyes flashed. 


“To fight is futile.” 


“I didn't ask you to fight!” He cried. 


“No, you asked me to resist, which is much more dangerous,” she said darkly. “Do you know what the Black Army does to fighters? Kills them. Do you know what the Black Army does to resisters? Tortures them, locks them to drown in the deepest wet cells. Why? Because any fool can fight, but it takes a believer to resist. Fighting is exactly they expect, and it is a dissonance they can easily crush. Resistance is subtle," her voice fell to an ashen quiet. "Which makes it all the more deadly." 


“So be it!” He stormed to the door. The Elf turned back to the window. The stranger paused with his hand on the doorknob. “You elves are as cowardly as the Arc implied, may fate bless his days,” he spat, turning the handle. 

    Fleet as light, cold fingers wrapped around his wrists and immortally gold eyes glittered back at him. 


“Oh, to the Arc we are precious pawns,” The elf said in a hard voice. “Soon, he will find that he would have done better to treat us as Elders, as royalty, as the Arcs of Old have done. We remember deeper secrets than he has constructed in his pretty world. He will regret it.” Fingers as cold as knives brushed his cheek. “Bring that message back to your idolized leader,” she chuckled, a freezing, icy sound, mocking in its cruel hardness. “May fate bless his days." 

Chapter One

Reunion


MARIGOLDS BLOSSOMED as Summer touched the tips of their tongues. Spring's wet air washed through the dewswept valley with a light chorus of birdsong chasing winter's cold chill far into the depths of the vivid sky.

Alix laughed as she chased her shadow into a grass-stained hillside and tumbled carelessly into a bed of golden petals. Her Lady's maids would never find her here. She rolled onto her back, letting the clear sunshine bathe her painted face upturned to the azure heavens.

"I'm free!" She whispered softly to the bobbing flowers as she stretched her legs and sneezed as yellow pollen tickled her nose. "Or, at least, I'm alone. They'll find me eventually." She groaned aloud.

"So pessimistic, my dear?" A deep voice inquired, amused. Alix sat knife straight.

"Who's there?" she demanded warily.

"I thought you cleverer than that, my child." A throaty chuckle engulfed her in its warmth. She turned and saw the careworn gentleman who had befriended her since she had turned seven and had entreated him to kidnap her. He sat beside her.

"Johann!" She threw her arms around his kind neck and rested her head on his grandfatherly chest. "I didn't expect you until day after tomorrow!"

He set her back, inspecting her youthful face.

"Expectations are dangerous things," he said gravely.

"I'm not so old that a friend arriving early would stop my heart," she teased gaily.

"Now, I'm serious," he said with as serious a look as his tired features could muster under the intensity of her exuberance. His baggy eyes wrinkled gladly.

"Point taken," she said, smiling sweetly. "Shall I escort you to the fortress? That is, if we can expect it to be there." She leaped to her feet with a mischievous grin.

He smiled warmly, losing his attempt to be grave. "Hm, yes indeed. In truth, I was sent to escort you," he said, chuckling, "Your father considered me excellent bait."

Her trumping look soured. "How could you?" She demanded, but a light smile was ready at her lips. It seemed impossible to be angry at Johann.

"Come, my dear, it is your birthday. You should be present at your own party." He stood, took her elbow, and made her stand with him. He had surprising strength for an old man.

"Couldn't you just abduct me?" She begged.

His deep laugh cradled her heart.

"You've asked me that before, and my answer remains the same," he said.

Alix pouted theatrically.

"Come, my dear," he said firmly, taking her arm again and pulling her along behind him. "Your guests are waiting."

"They don't even care if I'm present or absent!" she whined, locking her legs in place.

"I think you're wrong, Alix." He tugged her into a walk again, smiling conspiratorially. "There are a number of young men who surely crave your presence." Her extremely audible groan amused him. "Surely you do not wish to be a spinster?" he inquired.

"No. But I've no inclination to be a pampered lapdog, either."

"No, indeed not!" Johann laughed. "I think that is not your destiny."

Instantly Alix's mood changed.

"Can you – see who I am to become?" She asked hesitantly. Johann paused.

"I see many paths," he answered finally. "But I do not know their ends and nor do I seek them." He turned to her. "And neither should you."

Alix nodded and watched the ground. She felt ashamed but knew not why.

The silence lingered for a moment before they began to walk again and Johann attempted to renew their easy conversation.

"What mischief were you up to?" He asked lightly. "Terrorizing your maids, no doubt, running off like this."

"They deserve it," Alix said in a surly tone.

"Alixandría," he chided her. "They only do their duty, as we all must."

Alix shrugged. "Only you could make a lecture into a philosophical debate," she accused.

Johann chuckled.

"I am an Elder," he smiled, "I spend much of my time philosophizing for that is my duty. But an Elder's duties seem to be changing." A shadow passed over his face. They crossed the busy moat with a decked out covey of ladies and men, who did not recognize either of them.

“You should dress, Alixandría," he said gently.

"I won't have a choice," she grumbled. He gave her a gentle push.

"Go on, my dear."

She glared at him before disappearing up a velveted staircase. He sighed, tiredly. The shadow fell over him again. He hoped with all his heart that the darkness of these days wouldn't touch her. But darkness had a way of creeping into even the smallest crannies and the grounds of lord Amais, Alixandría's father, were not easily overlooked.

With a heavy heart, he turned to join the guests in the magnificent ballroom some hallways away.

Chapter Two 

Counsel 



"HO!" SAID A YOUNG MAN, the youthful Lord Joringel, prodding his companion jauntily. "Here we are!"

"Here we are indeed!" His companion grinned.

"You are two silly boys," a Lady in their company laughed. "We've been to many such events, and I didn't see you attending so diligently to any of them."

"Ah, but never for this event," Joringel said, raising his eyebrows to his companion meaningfully.

"Never," said his companion, Keeves, chuckling.

"I see I am quite on the outside of this joke," the Lady said as she raised her own eyebrows. "It may be the finest fortress aside from the Capitol, but I doubt you would be leaping over each other to get the first glance at some well mastered stone, hm?"

"Probably not."

"Definitely not."

"I give up!" the Lady, Alisia, turned away. The young men grinned at each other, thoroughly enjoying their joke. "Or -" the Lady looked back. "Does it have anything to do with a certain Lady at these festivities? Perhaps whom the event is celebrating?" She smiled cleverly. "The Lady Alixandría?"

"Perhaps," Keeves said as he looked over at his friend for confirmation.

"Most assuredly!" exclaimed Joringel. Their carriage paused, allowing them to take their leave and begin down the pleasant walk over the wide moat.

"I suspected as much," the Lady said primly. "And pray, tell me why?"

"She is beautiful!" Keeves said, grinning widely.

"She has radiant eyes," Joringel began. "And a waterfall of hair."

"A graceful personality, a fine Lady," Keeves added.

"She is tender and docile, and an attentive host," Joringel said.

"You derived as much from a single portrait?" The Lady asked. "I am impressed."

"Well..." Joringel admitted sheepishly. "Perhaps my imagination enhanced it a bit."

"Mm, perhaps," the Lady said. A raven’s throaty call croaked from a tree planted artfully in the center of a wide section of the bridge.    

A dark figure joined them soundlessly. None of them, neither the Lady, the two young men, nor the rest of their retinue noticed the addition to their company. He was as inconspicuous as a shadow in their midst, a secret buried in their light banter and festive colors. Silent and unnoticeable, he was invisible to all but a direct look, which none of the festive company supplied. By the time they had passed the gates and had been directed into the ballroom, he had left their company, and had quickly placed himself in the extravagant refreshment room. 

He stood against an empty wall and became motionless as he watched.  

He noticed that the Lady, Alixandría, was undoubtedly contriving her escape. Her bright eyes betrayed the plastic smile masking her mouth. The one he sought was not with her as he had been told he would be.

Then he saw him. The old, gray man appeared beside the girl and she scowled beautifully. The figure strode deftly through the crowd, an art he had perfected, so that no person saw more than a flight shadow even if had they been watching for him.

"You always appear at the most inopportune moments," Alixandría complained to the old man.

"On the contrary," the Elder chuckled. "My moments are very opportune." She rolled her eyes maliciously.

"I was about to escape."

"No longer."

"Why must - "

The figure stepped between their conversation, turned his back to the Lady, and faced the Elder. The Elder blanched.

"What do you want?" He asked in a husky voice.

 "The Arc requires your presence, may fate bless his days," the figure said in a low, dusky voice.

The Elder bowed his head.

"I will go to the capitol immediately," he said in a tired voice.

"No," the figure said. "The Arc is here."

A soft gasp reminded both of them that Alixandría was listening.

The figure inclined his head.

"Don’t be rash," the Elder said brusquely to Alix. Then he followed the dark figure out of the ballroom, leaving Alix alone to survive a labyrinth of sharp toothed imaginations. Her eyes drifted dazedly over the party. She was in the refreshment room with a spread of choice cheeses and ancient wines and punches. Several couples were dancing a spirited gavotte and many others were engaging in polite conversation, making the small room hot with body warmth. 


Her father, as well as a few other influential guests, was missed at both the dances and the punch table. She wondered if they were in another room or if they too had been summoned to the counsel by dark figures.

She looked back, hoping to catch another glimpse of Johann and the figure, but they had melted away like shadows under a sunrise. She bit her lip. She was overwhelmed with a starving grip of curiosity. The Arc, a secret counsel, dark figures, rumors of elves and danger – paradoxes unsolved, mysteries yet undaunted by spies or traitors, adventures fresh and unconquered.

She looked around, was she being watched? She saw no eyes on her. She walked across the ballroom floor, pretending that she intended to join the swirling partners around her. The door, very close, was being guarded by one soldier. Her heart sank as she realized who it was, her fencing instructor. No lie pierced through the amour of his keen mind.

“Hello, Yurdy,” Alix said hesitantly, with as much nonchalant innocence as she could muster.

“My Lady,” he nodded his head in dignified respect. She fidgeted with her smile.

“Ah… there’s a commotion over there,” she lied undeftly.

“Is there, my Lady?” he asked dryly, seeing through her guise as swiftly as she had expected. Then he motioned to the door roughly. “Go on, my Lady. You’ve earned it.”

She grinned, embarrassed. “Thank you, Yurdy.”

“Scat,” he waved her away, uncomfortable with her gratitude. She smiled and hastily exited the sultry room into a fusty hallway. In the stagnant fortress, every room and hallway and chamber was fusty and dank and airless and stale.

That was why she spent so many of her hours hiding under the blue sky. The fortress seemed to defend itself not only from enemies or miserable weather, but from any cool breath of air or glimpse of green grass. The only windows were high up, letting in light but barring out the view and air. She felt trapped in its impenetrable hold, caught between politics and stone.

The hallways she walked through were built of decrepit, cracked stone masked with tapestries that the depicted histories only the Elders still remembered. Once the past lords of this fortress had been friendly with the Elves and, in return for some great aid they had given the fair folk, the Elves had given incredible masterpieces from their grand city, corinthe. Now these extraordinary works of art were displayed throughout the fortress with an ancient rooted pride. Some were paintings, others pottery or fashioned metals, and one a mask that displayed scenes of history in which its participants were in terrifying disguise.

They all told tragic stories, for the Elves had an age-old fascination with what overwhelmed weaker mortals with melancholy. They themselves experienced little grief, or at least not in the ways that Humans did. To the ignorant human observer they seemed to feel no extreme emotion, only perfect serenity. Only the Elves and their kin knew that this was very much not so.

Alixandría remembered these things as she hurried to the counsel room, for she had a long, though not age old, fascination with Elves. Their end was sad one, and now only eighteen Elves remained in the land of Infinell. A terrible plague had befallen the rest of their kind.

She stopped walking as she saw the doors to the counsel room. They were great, double doors, laced with ebony and ivory symbols. They read thus:

nes tana nok k'fen len l'corin li etin 



All words spoken within these doors are secret.

As these doors were of Drow make and sealed by the Elves, it was not a feckless promise. No idle eavesdropper nor trained spy could overhear any words spoken through the doors. Not only was the counsel barred with Elvish promises, but two guards were rigidly posted beside them.

Alix walked over to them, exposing them both to a honeyed smile.

"Would you let me in, please? I was invited, though I am late," she lied.

The guards looked at each other, repressing knowing grins.

"No, milady, I'm afraid not," the guard on the right said.

She felt a wild temptation to throw a whining tantrum, but she refrained.

"Oh, fine," she said, submitting so easily that they both looked at her in concern. Obviously these guards had met her before. "I'm starving," she said suddenly, and swiftly scurried down the hall, three doors down, to a staircase that led down to the kitchen. Opening the door, she flew down the rickety steps and disappeared from view, slamming the wood door behind her. It did not go unnoticed by the guards that she had just left a party with very sufficient refreshments for a hungry stomach.

She ran down the stairs, paused at the warm kitchen to wave briskly at the busy cooks, and grinned innocently at their questioning faces. The kitchen steamed with boiling water and bubbling sauces, an engrossing matrix of preparation and food, like a complicated dance for no cook's movements interfered with another. She often found respite here, and the cooks knew her and waved back - those who had their hands free - and she left the kitchen and went down a different servants hall, tripping up a series of short staircases. It was used for storage, but Alix had a different use for it. It ran alongside the counsel room.

Air vents shuttered the wall in some places. One of them opened into the counsel, protected by no elvish promise. Eagerly pressing her face to the cold metal, she listened with taut concentration.

"...dangerous, even fatal."

"Indeed, Lord Belrost, but avoiding this quest could write our end even worse," Johann's voice rang out clearly.

"Thank you, Elder," the first voice - Lord Belrost - sneered spitefully. "But you are not in danger of being commanded to take this deadly quest."

"The consequences of any path we choose concerns me as much as they do you, Lord Belrost." Johann spoke calmly, but there was an intensity in his voice that Alix hadn't heard before.

"I don't see why one of us must go," a different lord cut in. "Why not give the task to some page boy?"

"You would trust the fate of the Empire to a page?" Alix's father questioned skeptically.

"As much as I trust some other characters here," the lord said darkly.

Even with her limited view through the metal slats, she could see the anonymous lord and Lord Belrost stand defensively. Johann, who was directly across from the vent, stood hastily.

"Gentlemen!" His voice boomed through the counsel, cutting short whatever feud that had been about to begin. He took a deep breath. "We are all friends here," he said tiredly. "And if not friends, let us at least be companions in these dark times. If we cannot trust one another, who can we trust?" The two men seated themselves, but each seemed to sulk in their own dignified manners.

"Besides," Alix's father said, "a page boy is less likely to survive, and even less likely to succeed."

"Do not we all share the same chance of survival? The Elf was the only one who had the true strength for this quest," the anonymous lord countered.

"We are strong!" A young lord demurred passionately, jumping to his feet as if daring anyone to challenge him.

"None of us have any of the Talents," Lord Belrost growled. "And neither are we in the bloom of youth, save for yourself. Are you volunteering, Lord Joringel?"

The young lord sat reluctantly.

"I see," Lord Belrost smirked.

"But together we are strong," Lord Joringel said, but with less vigor.  

"Perhaps," Lord Belrost said. "But even together we do not reach the potential of the Elf, as Lord Nimrod has said." The anonymous lord had a name.

"That path is closed to us now," Johann said.

"I know it is closed!" Lord Belrost snapped. "My point is that our last hope has failed us."

"Our last hope?" Johann asked in his rich voice. "The hour is too early for last hopes."

"This lais rok is our hope," Lord Nimrod said thoughtfully. "But how can we reach it?"

"It is impossible!" Lord Belrost exclaimed.

"Lord Belrost," Alix's father said coolly. "Are you admitting defeat?"

"Of course not!" Lord Belrost spat angrily.

"Then what are you suggesting?" he asked, unruffled.

Lord Belrost closed his mouth and sat back in his chair, taking a slow, deep breath. He waited a moment before he spoke again.

“I am suggesting," he said with careful diction. "That we find another way."

"Such as what?" Lord Joringel asked heatedly. "Wait for the Black Empress to find this Life Stone first?"

"What if it does not exist?" Lord Belrost asked tightly.

"What if it does?" Lord Joringel asked, his voice dangerously patronizing as he leaned towards the other Lord challengingly.

“The Life Stone exists,” Johann said heavily. "It is a secret long remembered by the Elders. Even few Elves are certain of Its existence, and fewer of those know where It lies, and none know those who keep It. And although the Iele and Nephilm know, they care not for our trials and will reveal it to none without a great and sacrificial price."

"Where?" Lord Belrost asked with sudden sweltering intensity. The Elder looked up abruptly at the Lord's desperate face.

"It is a secret carefully kept," Johann said in a low voice.

"You do not trust this company! Moments ago you were the one preaching the importance of trust."

Johann said nothing. With a sudden shock, Alix realized that the Elder was staring directly into her eyes as she peered past the vent's metal slats. She smiled weakly, though he could not see her mouth. He looked away abruptly, but his face looked more troubled than it had before. She felt guilty, but not guilty enough to leave.

"Now is not the time," Johann said quietly. "Our counsel has met to decide if and who will look for the Life Stone."

Lord Belrost was about to speak, his mouth open and a half-formed syllable in the air, when a slow, ancient voice spoke. Everyone stilled with such sudden reflex that even Alix stopped breathing.


"Lords of Infinell and Good Elder of the People," the voice paused as he took a heavy breath. "Your bickering is petty." He seemed to have difficultly speaking, as if he couldn't get enough air to talk easily. Despite this, every word he spoke seemed to be filled with power and authority.

Every Lord bowed his head and the Elder did as well.

"This amorphous hope is an elusive shadow of the past, it cannot be trusted. To be so desperate for it is a weakness of the Black Empress."

"Perhaps, or perhaps a deep founded strength," the Elder disagreed softly.

"You share her weakness!" the voice said with sudden forced volume.

The Elder bowed his head respectfully, but looked up again.

"What would it cost us to look for it?"

"I do not see cause," the strong, old voice said. "The Black Empress is not stronger than we are, even if such a stone existed."

"Your Highness, the Arc," the Elder said, a despair in his voice. "She is more powerful than you suppose. We know now that she has overcome many Lords of the Empire, even those thought to be wholly loyal and strong minded.”

"But we have more!" Lord Belrost boomed. "It is weakness to go after the Life Stone, a petty hope."

"Lord Belrost," Lord Nimrod addressed the passionate man distastefully. "Your positions are shifting swifter than a Dryad's. First you explain that we are too weak to go after the Stone, then you question its existence, and now you say we are too strong."

Lord Belrost sputtered angrily, his face red, but said nothing.

"Perhaps the Black Empress's arm reaches longer than we assumed," Lord Nimrod said, watching the enraged Lord darkly.

"Assumptions are dangerous when you use them to condemn a friend," Johann said. "Use them wisely and sparingly."

"But surely you see his faulty logic!" Lord Joringel exclaimed.

"I do," Johann said, troubled again.

"Let him answer this: what is your interest in the stone?" The Arc asked in a slow, calculated tone.

Lord Belrost looked around at the accusing faces around him, at the Arc's old one, and at Johann's sad one.

"I have no interest in the stone," he said.

No one spoke.

"Then," the Arc said, sounding strangely pleased. "We shall abandon our search."

"So be it," said the company. "May fate bless your days."

The counsel dispersed.

Chapter Three

Control 


ALIX KNEW BETTER than to stay gaping through the metal slats. When the counsel threw open the impenetrable doors, she slipped back into the warm kitchen, picked up a moist towel, and began to dry a stack of wet dishes. The Head Cook looked at her with some discomfort, but by now he knew it was not worth the effort to try to stop her.

Johann slammed open the kitchen doors with a loud, angry thud.

"Alixandría!" he boomed, causing everyone to look up in alarm. The Head Cook eyes looked from the Elder to Alix, wild with guilt. Alix looked up from the dishes with a glum, guilty face. The dishes rattled.

"Yes?" she asked weakly. Johann made no answer, only strode sternly through the forest of dishes, ovens, and counters. He gripped her arm tightly and marched her out of the kitchen, up the stairs, through the halls, and past the counsel room at such harsh speed that she was stumbling, dragged along behind him.

"Johann!" she panted as they broke from the fortress into the clear, dimming evening. He did not slacken his pace. He led her exasperatedly into the gardens behind the fortress, winding her through the paths and into an isolated setting of tiger lilies and a little fountain and set her roughly on a bench, pacing before her.

"Alixandría!" he cried again. "When I commanded you not to be rash, did you immediately devise how you could disobey me?"

She had nothing to answer that could save her cause.

"Did you realize what you were risking?" He demanded, pacing breathlessly. "Tell me, Alixandría."

"I - " she began. He stopped and looked at her. Her shoulders clenched against her neck as his intense stare bored through her. She had never seen him this angry. "Yes," she whispered weakly.

"You could have been executed!" he started pacing again.

"But I wasn't," she said.

 "No," he stopped suddenly and sat beside her tiredly. "Oh, Alix," he shook his head slowly. "What were you thinking?" His questions were never rhetorical and his hand on her shoulder reminded her that.

"I was curious," she said lamely.

"You and your curiosity," he scolded sadly. "It will be your end."

She chewed her lip miserably.

"You have the potential to be wise," he said. "But you must use your head for it to matter. A man who knows what he should do and yet does the same as a fool is a fool."

Alix nodded demurely.

He searched her face with such betrayed sorrow that she felt intense pangs of guilt stab her heart.

"I'm sorry," she mumbled almost inaudibly. "It was stupid of me."

"It was," he agreed somberly, "but I forgive you."

She smiled wanly.

"Let it never happen again!" he proclaimed. "Thank Fate that this time you were spared."

She smiled sadly, but did not answer. This was not lost on Johann.

"No doubt it is a pastime of yours," he shook his head. "You probably listen to all of your Father's secret counsels. Indeed - I do wonder at the vent itself. It is quite a convenient location," he said wryly.

"I don't think it was put there accidentally," she said. "But at least for that I'm not responsible."

He chuckled a little. "No, I didn't mean that you were."

There was a silence, broken only by the birds twittering as they scampered through the treetops with little, clawed feet and the breath of wind kissing the green leaves.

"Now, about what you overheard," he said heavily.

“A quest for a stone," she whispered, then added slowly: "and a traitor."

Johann's eyes were sad.

"Lord Belrost has always wielded a quick temper and his logic has never been sharp, but never have I seen him so belligerent or so desperate in his foolishness."

Alix looked down the paths through the garden as if she expected the man to be watching them. 


"And as for the quest," he said. "Do not speak of it to anybody, and do not dwell on it yourself."

"How can I not think about it when it is such a mystery?" she asked.

"It should make it all the easier to ignore," he said firmly. She scowled.

"Come, now, my dear. Rejoin the party and try not to make it obvious that you were missing."

"I'll try," she mumbled.

"And behave yourself!" he exclaimed, pushing her shoulder a little harder than he needed too. "And if your father asks where you've been, you'd better tell him you were hiding out here and I found you." Alix nodded and hurried back to the fortress, but Johann stayed where he was. 


Alix walked swiftly through garden paths under the hastening dark, although not matching her first speed with Johann. The party seemed that it would be an even duller encounter after the enigmatic counsel and Johann’s lecture. Do not dwell on it yourself, his words reminded her, irritating as they chafed her imagination.

Crossing back to the gates and grinning sheepishly at the guards who had seen Johann drag her out before and now looked at her quizzically, she reentered the fortress, walked through the remaining distance of halls, and smiled breathlessly at Yurdy. 


“Thanks,” she whispered before she braced herself to bear the silly meanderings of decked out troupes of doting men, jealous ladies, syrupy couples, and distant relations. 


“Alixandría, darling!” a plump, elderly Lady cried as she found Alix with her cow-like eyes. She squeezed her victim in a crushing hug. Alix winced. "We've missed you, darling! Where had you run off too? Oh, and you're sixteen! Congratulations!" she gave a hideous giggle, "all the lads will be looking for you, won't they? But ah, I must steal you for a bit. Oh! I remember now, someone was asking for you, and he was a man, though he was a strange chap. Oh!" she squealed. "I almost forgot! Your Father wanted to see you, to make sure you were 'in your place'," she giggled. "What sort of mischief you've been up to I can't guess, even if I am your godmother!" and then she stopped, mopping her ruddy face. "Dear Fate, this room is hot!" she complained unhappily.

Alix nodded even more unhappily. She had expected dullness, not this excruciating monologue. For a moment she was actually glad when her Father pulled her away from her suffocating godmother and snared her in his own conversation. Talking to him was painful in an entirely different way.

"Where were you?"

"Hiding, but Johann found me," she said as Johann had bidden. She didn't dare add her own embellishments - she knew full well her deficiency at lying.

"You shouldn't hide, Alixandría."

"Johann already talked to me."

"I am your father," he said in a hard voice. "Not Johann."

"I don't need to learn the same lesson twice," anger mixed with acute irritation and a biting twinge of guilt burned her, but she forced herself to repress her temper. It would be a storm better avoided.

"Listen to me!" he said in a tight voice. "Never run away again, do you hear me?" All the cutting, angry, bitter remarks she could have made were sacrificed for the one word she spoke.

"Fine." But it wasn't fine. She held back furious tears, and wished she could run away forever, to go far away and to never return, to vanish like her brother. She would not honor this promise. He left her there, seething, and returned to his own games. She watched as he flirted with some young, pretty maiden. The girl blushed and smiled back.

Alix looked away, angry at him for betraying both her mother's and her step-mother's memory. She had seen him with women before, of course - but it was unfair and unjust to her deceased mothers to flaunt his marital freedom with girls far too young for him.

“Hello,” a youthful man's voice approached her. She turned away, eschewing him. She did not play her father's games, and in avoiding them, indulged in the opposite extreme. She tried not to even acknowledge young men. Amusement colored the young man's voice. "Are you Lady Alixandría?"

"Yes," she said shortly, but did not turn around.

"Would you bestow me the honor of a dance?" he proposed eloquently.

"No."

"Splendid weather we're having, isn't it?" he asked. She turned on him.

"I disagree," she remarked coldly. "I think it is murderously hot. The sky is too open, and the fortress traps all this heat." She glared at him as if he was the culprit who had locked Summer within the blistering stone.

"It is warm," he grinned. "But I am finding it cold in some places."

She opened her mouth, then closed it.

 "Let me start again," the young man said, smiling charmingly. She reluctantly acknowledged him. "I'm Lord Joringel." he extended his hand.

She inclined her head and curtsied sullenly, extending her own frostily. He lifted it to his lips, as was the custom, and kissed it swiftly. Then, suddenly and without warning, he whirled her into his arms and joined a dance, forcing her along with the steps. His grip was tight, she could not break free without a scene. She glared at him poisonously.

"You tricked me," she hissed.

"Indeed," he flashed that charming smile that she already hated.

"You are a fool," she spat.

"Perhaps," he nodded courteously. "Even so, I am the only one you have honored with a dance." 


She glowered at him venomously, but he was unconcerned. 


The dance became more intricate, and Alix had to pay attention to the steps, unlike Joringel, who seemed to fly from each step to the next, heedless and free. She almost envied him his easy confidence and catlike grace. He did not cower when he made mistakes.

"The music is being played well tonight, is it not?" he asked.

"You will not tame me," Alix said coldly.

"No," he said. Then he grinned. "You are a spirited creature. You are not what I expected."

"Expectations are dangerous things," she said. For a moment, she felt a colorful burst of pride that she was the unexpected. But then she was sullen again, remembering that she was being forced through steps by a trickster like Lord Joringel.

Their dance ended, and Joringel had to let her go for the proper bows at the end. She ran away, swiftly concealing herself in the crowd. He did not follow her.

Chagrined, she dawdled moodily at the drink table, allowing the servants to pour her first dry wine without the need of secrecy. She had tasted it often before and knew she liked the bitter wines better than the sweet ones. Now that she was allowed, the flavor of rebellion was no longer present. She didn't enjoy the wine as much as before. Abstracted and musing, she sipped the wine nonchalantly, vanishing into the crowd again as she saw her godmother nearby.

She was so lost in her thoughts that she nearly screamed when a chilling hand clasped her shoulder and stopped her but the face froze it in her throat. She clenched her wine glass tightly.

"You have seen me before," said the dark figure. "But I come for you, now, not the Elder."

"Who are you?" she whispered.

"I have no name," he said. His voice belonged to twilight, not this incandescent celebration. “Come.” 


She followed out of the ballroom, through the refreshment room, and down the hall that lead to the counsel room. How many times have I been led today against my will? she wondered. 


Dread washed through her, melting the fleeting sensations of annoyance and replacing them with deep-rooted fear. She felt sickeningly sure that the Arc knew of her eavesdropping and even more sure that if he knew, her doom would be certain. 


She kept her eyes locked on the dark figure’s back, afraid to lose him for his pace was swift. She was certain that he was leading her to the Arc, and that it would not please him to be kept waiting. 


Expectations are dangerous things, her memory reminded her. She was never free of Johann’s wisdoms, even when he was not present. She wished Johann was there to comfort her fearful thoughts. 


The counsel doors were closed and the two guards still stood, steadfastly doing their monotonous duty, barring it from anyone who did not know the pass code. 


For a moment they grinned at Alixandría, thinking she was again trying to cajole them into allowing her to pass unlawfully. 


“Let us pass. inumerel!” the dark figure hissed. Shocked out of their smiles, they stood aside, pale, and opened the doors quietly. 


Alixandría followed closely. Her muscles knotted in dread and her stomach churned with deadly terror, and it felt like her heartbeat was pumping fear through her veins. 


She looked into the Arc’s stony face. 

Chapter Four

Stone


THE ARC WAS AN ELDERLY MAN with silver-gray hair crowning his brow and wrinkles blurring his iron features. A single gold circlet curled gracefully around his head with a lone jewel that was brimming with amber light. He had an obsidian dignity and a strength that encompassed her. His eyes were the same color as the amber jewel. 


Alix trembled as his gaze held her in place, motionless but for her shaking. She recognized the key features of his face so many times embellished by artists, but they looked more severe incarnated in muscle and bone. 


The Arc smiled, but behind the smile was forceful intent. She shuddered, but then erected her figure and returned his stare. He seemed amused and pleased by this. 


"The Elder said you were strong," he said in his ancient, powerful voice. "I see now that he was right." 


She apprehended her mistake with horror as cold prickles swept up her arms. She threw herself onto her knees so abruptly that only her hard won balance saved her from sprawling messily on the floor. 


"You may rise," he laughed, but his laugh seemed aimed at her like a spear, mocking and cruel, instead of simply laughing at her childish mistake. She locked her fear behind her dark eyes, rose, and curtsied gracefully. 


"I am ever at your service, your Highness, the Arc. May Fate bless your days," she said with dignified stature. She felt like she was pledging her head to an ax. 


"Indeed," he said. "And I have brought you here to prove your words." 


"So be it," she said, trembling. 


"You will undertake a Quest for me." 


"A Quest?" she repeated incredulously before snapping her jaw shut. He didn't seem to know that she had grievously offended the law. If she was not more cautious, she would reveal much more than she should. 


"There is a Quest to be taken in search for the elvish Life Stone, believed to have a great power that I must harness to the Empire," he said. "And you will be the one to take this quest." 


It was all too wildly beyond her comprehension, she looked at the Arc with half disguised bewilderment. 


"Yes, your Highness, the Arc," she said, barely in command of her voice. 


 "You will not travel alone, but let me warn you: tell no one of your plans. Your information will come to you through my assassin." The dark figure stepped from the shadows and nodded. She realized that she could only see him when she looked directly at him and wondered. "You will depart at the darkest midnight." 


"So be it," Alixandría said weakly. 


"There is more. You will have an unfortunate accident," he said in a deadly voice. "Publicly, it will be fatal. Here, you will be hidden away until the hour of your Quest when you will escape by night. The Elders," his face grew dark, "have refused to reveal the location of the Life Stone to anyone but you, so you must travel to Gorelath where Its secrets will be revealed." 


"I am yours to command," Alixandría said. 


"You may disperse." 


"So be it, your Highness, the Arc, may Fate bless your days." Alixandría curtsied and retreated from the counsel room. 


Alix wanted to return to the party even less than if it were her execution, but her mind was spinning too fast for sleep. Spurred by confusion, she walked down the halls to her forbidden sanctuary. 


Its door was made of the richest cedar, carved into designs both strange and beautiful, veins of wood twisted into fantastical visions of legend and history. Long hours could be spent poring over it, unraveling the stories bound into the golden wood and still not comprehending the full majesty of the overwhelming masterpieces. 


When she had turned five years old she had been forbidden to enter this place. She had been coming ever since. She remembered the very first time. 


Alix touched the handle, a smile teasing her lips. She knew that the true masterpiece lay beyond the door. The power of that within seemed to surge through the door and into her fingers. Her heart began to beat faster. She turned the handle, an awe and respect filling her even before she could see inside. 


The door opened, and she closed it behind her, deeply inhaling the glorious scent of endless wisdom and truth and dust and pipe weed, soaking in the soft rasp of old pages turning. Her father's forbidden library. 


Bound parchment, wound scrolls, papyrus and paper were also just a foretaste of the true treasure. Inside, beckoning, seductive, suspended on the papers as frailly as drops of sweet dew on grass, immortal only as long as were their readers, were words. Words, which were filled with the foolish and the wise, the strong and the weak, the powerful and the needy, the wealthy and the beggar, the reality and the fiction, ready to enlighten her with their whispering voices, to speak if necessary, but always to plant silent seeds in her mind, her heart, her soul. 


But on this day fear overshadowed everything. 


She was surrounded by the vast accumulation of an ancient collection. The room was incredibly long and wide, and there were few empty spaces. The walls were thoroughly stocked with books on shelves twenty feet high. There were long columns of library, which only had space to allow a reader through, except on the ends where there was tables to set out ones research. 


Alix saw the librarian's apprentice run toward her. 


"Hello, Roy," Alix attempted a grin. 


 "Is there anything I can help you with, Lady Alixandría?" he asked eagerly. His fine tunic and black pants were disheveled and dusty, as if he had been crawling under a shelf that had not been seen, not to mention cleaned, since the beginning of time. He wiped his hands on his tunic.


"I was looking for Professor Tuttle," she said, trying to see the old man over the shelves, which was a wasted effort. "Do you know where he is?" 


"No," Roy said, troubled, but before Alix could open her mouth in response, the wizened professor wandered in. 


"Professor Tuttle!" Alix exclaimed. 


Professor Tuttle was wiry old man with wild white hair and piercing blue eyes. His faded suit had seen cleaner days, for he had a strange suspicion of servants and insisted on doing all his cleaning himself, which plainly never happened. Despite his unkempt appearance, the entire library was encoded systematically in his brain for he was both the librarian and the catalogue. 


"Hm?" he turned to look at her and raised his bushy eyebrows, giving him a peculiar expression of expectant surprise. "Ah, Alixandría," he said, smiling. "A pretty book of fairy stories for you, my little Lady?" In his mind she was still five years old, sure that she had not grown since the day she had first crept into the library against her father's wishes. She smiled back, for she was used to this by now. 


"A sort of fairy story," Alix said. "I want to read about the Life Stone." 


A peculiar brilliance lit up the old professor's keen eyes, a light close to amusement and a genius that understood. 


Roy looked up. "I'm sure we have some books on that, Lady Alixandría!" 


"Of course I do!" Professor Tuttle said gruffly. "But none that you could find, so shut your yap." 


Alix struggled with keep back her laugh and succeeded with a inhuman grin. 


Roy looked down ashamedly like a scolded puppy. 


"I could show you them," Professor Tuttle said. "But they are in the Illuminated Tongue."


Alix grimaced, disappointed. 


The professor smiled knowingly. "Missed a few lessons, my dear?" his keen eyes twinkled. Alix grinned. 


Roy perked up. "I can read the Illuminated Tongue!" he exclaimed eagerly. 


"You go shelve some books!" Professor Tuttle said roughly, forgetting that it was impossible for his apprentice to shelve books under the library's bizarre system. Or perhaps he did remember. Roy shuffled away unhappily. 


"Let me tell you what I know," Professor Tuttle said as Roy left. "Come closer." Alix obeyed with anticipation gleaming in her face. 


"If I were to tell you all I knew of the Life Stone, it would take a decade and a day," he said thoughtfully. "But you have no use for aimless histories and the guesses of an old man." Suddenly he stopped and stared absentmindedly past the rows of books, grinning. A stilted moment passed - Alix awkward, and the ancient librarian wandering in blissful oblivion. Then he snapped back to reality, or at least, the present that Alix was living and not whatever world he had been wandering in. "Eh, what was that, lass?" 


"The Life Stone," Alix prompted. 


"The Life Stone? Now, that is a very long tale." He looked at her searchingly. Then he smiled to himself. "But you don't want to know the whole tale, do you? Only the locations, the dates, the facts. Facts! So many facts, but people rather read the hallucinated, "educated" hypothesis. They are more interesting, I'll give them that. But they are all lies. Lies! Something any fool could think up and mark down. Idiots," he mumbled under his breath. 


"But the Life Stone," Alix said, trying not to get frustrated. 


 "Yes. The Life Stone," he said. "I was coming to that. Don't listen to anyone else, they're all liars, the lot of them!" 


"Yes, sir," Alix said respectfully, for he seemed to be waiting for an answer. 


"Ah. It is good then. Listen to this, despite what they say about me. And how they do talk! The librarian is mad, they say!" 


Now Alix really was getting frustrated. 


 "I'd be obliged if you would start talking," she said. Grimacing, she apologized, but he was only amused. 


"As you wish, little Lady," he smiled. "The Life Stone is a very old story," he began. "In order to tell it as I ought, I would have to start when the very earth was being created. But no, that would take too long, you are yet a young child with the whole world waiting for you," he dug through his wild hair with one hand, and with the other drew his pipe. He puffed it twice, then set it in his pocket, and looked deep into Alix's eyes. 


"You are indeed very young, perhaps years still mean nothing to you. But try to hear me: six centuries ago there was a great rift in the alliance between Elves and Humans. Hatred and grudges built upon each other with a prejudiced malice that poisoned even the sweetest hearts. Three hundred years passed this way, for in those times people lived longer and they did things slowly as they ought." He took her arm and began to lead her through the rows and columns of shelves. 


"But at the end of the three centuries there was a terrible war, known as the war of corinthe, for at the beginning of the war the great elvish city corinthe was burned." His keen eyes felt small tears, and he closed them for a moment, stopping their walk. Even Alix, far uneducated in the majesty of the Old Elves, felt a deep respect, for corinthe had been the City of Masterpieces, and was much mourned. 


"During this war there was more than arms being fought with," he resumed, opening his eyes and beginning to lead her deeper into the library. "There was much research pored into medicines, alchemy, even sorcery - and the arts of disease." Alix's eyes widened. "Some doctors believed that Disease was caused by very small insects. They believed that they lived in meat, and so all of these researchers ate only vegetables and fruit." Alix rolled her eyes, she had learned about these fanatics in history. Disease as insects? "They were right." 


Alix stared at him in alarm. 


“Or at least, fairly,” Professor Tuttle amended. "There is a mechanism to the Disease, a means of controlling it. You may know," he said quietly. "That Elves are immune to most pestilence that we humans so easily succumb to." Alix nodded. "We, in turn, are immune to most of their ailments. The Disease that was uncovered was a plague to Elves, and wholly unstoppable." He stopped walking. 


They were in a very secluded corner of the library, and it was grimy with black dust and dirt. He reached onto a shelf and pulled out a very old scroll, which he unrolled and looked at for a moment before he began speaking again. The glimpse she caught of the words showed that it was in a tongue she did not understand, but the characters were very fair and she guessed they were in the Illuminated Tongue. 


"The researchers found the Disease too late, the war was over. So it was kept in a vial, locked away in some old cupboard that everyone forgot about until it was far, far too late for intervention. The vial broke. And thus perished the Elvish people," he was barely controlling his outraged, shaking hands, and the tears were coming again. He handed her the scroll. 


There was a picture there, painted by the hands of an Elf. The picture seemed to crawl out of the page and into reality before her eyes, and she felt cold tears trickle down her face. It was a sad, terrible painting of the desperation of the Elves. It showed the long, weeping line of Elves being forced to leave their homes and go to the City of the Dead, or'dum. She could see the mothers crying for their children, and the children crying for their mothers, and the fathers dying and useless to help them. She hated herself and her people, then, for what they had caused this fair folk, and how they had treated them in their time of weakness. 

tes bain k'fen enarm'l 


We die in disgrace. 


Professor Tuttle began to speak again. 


"There was a temporary cure found in the venom of a deadly yellow-bellied spider, the Yellow Lady. Normally the venom would instantly kill human and elf alike." Alix nodded, she had heard much of the Yellow Lady, they were terrifyingly common for they hatched in incredibly large numbers. 


“But when given to one who was ailing, it would heal them. For a week they would be their own, healthy selves. Then they would be gripped with madness, tormented with wild, frothing nightmares that chased them even in the bright hours of day. They would die within a week of the madness." 


It was terrible to hear about this in such wretched detail. She turned her face away from the painting. Professor Tuttle took it from her, recoiling it. He reached for another scroll and opened it, handing it to Alix. She didn't look at it right away, afraid of what she would see. 


"But - " Professor Tuttle said.” There was one more cure, the reason for the eighteen left living -" his voice broke. "So sad," he said. "So few." 


She looked at the picture. It again seemed to come to life, but this time it did not make her cry. It filled her with fleeting hope, for this was a picture of the eighteen Elves still living, and they were kneeling in reverence to a sort of stone, black and flat, with one white word: lais 


Alix looked up at the Professor's sad face. 


"The Life Stone," he said. 


The quiet of the library rang in her ears, broken only by the subtle mutterings of old floorboards and windows. "Our world is in a secret uproar over the Life Stone," the professor eyed her with a disconcerting understanding, like he saw all the bone and veins that ran under her skin, the thoughts and wishes that hid behind her eyes, even the secret that she kept. 


"Many believe it wields much greater power than healing." 


"Does it?" Alix's voice was barely a whisper. She could hear her heartbeat beating the pace of the silence. The old professor sighed voluminously. 


"I do not know," he said. "The Life Stone is the most well protected secret in the Empire, perhaps in the entire world." 


Alix felt like she had been infinitely let down. 


"The Elders know," he said softly. "As you will see." 


She looked up in alarm, and saw in his eyes again the unsettling genius of understanding. It disappeared and the old man looked queerly at her. 


"Ah, what were we debating, little Lady?" But she felt like he was forgetting for her sake and that in reality, he knew everything, including the consequence she would receive if she revealed her secret. 


"We had just finished," she replied quietly, feeling sick and afraid, as if his convenient forgetfulness was the most frightening detail of all. She left the library exhausted, yet wondering if she would ever be able to sleep again. 


The sun had completely dropped from the sky when Alix emerged from the library, her head and her heart full. She walked down the halls which were lit by the warm, eerie glow of oil torches. She thought to return to the party to drown out the voices in her head but when she came to the door there were only low voices instead of the endless prattle of many guests. 


She entered, noticing that Yurdy was gone. 


The refreshment room was empty other than a tired maid who was dutifully sweeping up crumbs and a surly girl who was mopping up a terrific spill of punch. The table had already been cleared away and the room itself looked bare and exhausted. 


Leaving the empty room, she walked to the ballroom. This room could never look bare, but it looked finished for the night, for the musicians were packing up their gear and a troupe of servants had embarked on its cleaning. They gave small smiles and nods in acknowledging her presence. 


A musician had been whispering with his companion when she had entered, but now he broke off and said: "The party is over, Lady Alixandría, but your father and some other guests have retired to the long hall." 


"Thank you," Alix said, then quickly walked out of the ballroom and back through the refreshment room, for the long hall was on the opposite side of the corridor. 


The long hall's heavy, oaken doors were a deep, dark brown and were impossible to easily open. A girl of her age and stature would have to strain and pant - not the best entrance to make to a long hall fellowship which she might or might not be invited to. But there were two trim porters at the doors along with the two door guards and they opened the doors with a fluid movement of muscle so she was free to enter with a graceful smile. 


The long hall was just that, a long, wide hall with a large oval of cushions. The hall looked warm and comfortable, for a great fire was roaring at the grate and the comfort of its glow upstaged the eerie flickering of oil torches on the walls. The only thing that made the room less than desirable was the presence of Lord Joringel. 


Her eyes swept the room for a place to sit, but before she could conveniently seat herself as far away as possible, her father greeted her kindly, the kindness for politics's sake. 


"Greetings, Alixandría. Would you care to join us?" The oaken doors shut heavily behind her, locking out retreat. 


"I would," Alix said genteelly. 


"Do sit beside young Lord Joringel, I believe he tires of our old, studious company," her father said in a pleasant voice, but his eyes were firm command. She nodded gracefully and took the correct seat, reclining on her side as was custom, wishing she could sit with her feet in the arrogant lord's face and yet retain some dignity. 


"Good day," he said in an amused voice. 


"Good day," she said politely. 


"How do you find the weather?" he asked innocently. 


"The weather is quite to my liking," she said, for all eyes were on her. "Although there seems to be an impending storm." 


"I'm glad it is to your liking," he said pleasantly. "But I expect a chill night.” 


"Mm," she replied. The general room's attention shifted from her arrival back to their earlier conversation, but Lord Joringel's eyes never left her face.  


"What are you looking at?" she hissed. 


"A beautiful girl's eyes," he said. Alix closed them angrily, then opened them and looked away. She couldn't find in herself the same fire against him as she had, for she was still shaken. She dropped her head onto a cushion, all her senses suddenly filled with cloth. 


"I'm sorry," he said. 


Alix paused in surprise. 


"I didn't think you knew how to apologize," she said, muffled by the cushion. 


"I'm full of surprises," he said, grinning. She could hear the grin in his voice, though she could not see him. 


"No doubt." 


"Would you look up?" he asked gently. 


"Why?”


"Because your father is watching you." 


Alix lifted her head and saw her father's eyes boring into her own, angry, even furious in his own, cold way that could be taken for polite distance - had she not known him.


She looked away from his face and into Joringel's, propping herself on her elbow. 


"What were you doing when you left the party?" Joringel asked. 


She looked at him sharply. "Nothing." 


"Nothing?" Joringel asked. "Were you not breathing?" 


Alix glared at him, the glare hiding her fear. Everything seemed malevolent among the people that she must soon deceive. Would even her father be told the lie? She hated that she felt so weak. 


"No, as a matter of fact, I died," she said. 


"I'm very sorry to hear that," he said mournfully. “But I'm glad to see you're in full health now.”


"You should be a player," she spat, her bright eyes challenging him, daring him. 


"I've considered it," he said amiably. 


"What stopped you?" she demanded. 


"Politics," he said. 


The silence was that of a stale mate and Alix felt like a child. She turned to the tongues of fire that were licking the grate, lapping up the wood. They wove and danced for her, all shades of orange and red and flickers of white and blue simmered at their hottest root. 


"What about that fire so intrigues you?" he asked playfully. 


She looked back at Joringel. She could still see the flames brightly burned into her eyes until she blinked them away. 


"It's beautiful," she said softly. Then she caught herself and glared at him. "And much more interesting than you." 


"Most assuredly!" he exclaimed. "But I can't say the same of you, for you are a sort of fire, Alixandría." 


"Lady Alixandría," she said sharply, turning away again. 


 "But the fire isn't nearly so talkative," he said, flashing that charming grin that she hated. "Lucky for me, for it would surely join your cause." 


 "My cause?" she asked vaguely to hide sudden, cold terror. 


"Against me, of course," he said. "How many others do you have hiding behind those dark eyes?" 


"It's none of your affair!" she exclaimed, abruptly knowing in the deepest haunts of her stomach that that was the worst thing she could have said. She was angry, and she could feel her anger tensing her muscles. But she was not so foolish that she did not understand the root of her anger. She was afraid. 


"So be it, keep your secrets," he said offhandedly, but she caught the comprehending curiosity in his eyes before it was smoothly masked by playfulness. He really should have been a player. 


"Well," Alix's father announced to the room. "I believe I am going to retire now." He stood and nodded to a servant who had been left unnoticed in a dark corner, who knocked three times on the oaken door which opened smoothly on well oiled parts, and only the click of the handle made noise. 


"I too, should retire," Alix said quickly. She stood and walked deliberately towards the door. Her leg had fallen asleep and now all her nerves were instigated and her muscles were clenching. She left behind her father. The oak doors were left open, for her father's announcement had really meant that it was time for everyone to retire to their rooms and, if they had any common sense, to bed. 


"Did you have a good conversation with Lord Joringel, my daughter?" her father asked. 


"Indeed," she said curtly. She remembered gladly that her father's bedchamber was up a separate wing of stairs, and hurried up the stairs to her own swiftly before her father could contrive more conversation. Her leg was mostly being cooperative now. 


She entered her bedroom, gratefully allowing her ridiculous dress slide to the floor, and curled on her window seat. The chill wind blew on her face and she closed the window. Leaning back and watching the sky, she fell asleep before her mind could quite remember that she was in dread danger and should spend the night growing black circles under her eyes. 


The next morning would be her last as Lady Alixandría of Lord Amais's fortress. 

Chapter Five

Reaction


THE WIND TUSSLED with her curtains like an offended ghost. Black rain poured outside but her window was open. Fresh, raw drops fell wet on Alix's cheeks and hair and arms as she lay asleep on her window seat. A threatening chill pervaded her bed chamber with moist freezing as wind and wet battled over Alix's slumbering body. 


The clock strung out minutes with a wary pace, but otherwise the room was motionless around her. There was a tense feeling of waiting, of watchful expectancy, of sweating dread. 


She woke up with the sensation of a hundred eyes staring at her. A tight gasp was at her throat before she realized she was only in her bed chamber and that she was alone. 


But the feeling of watchfulness and of being watched did not leave. She shivered and looked out of the window at the storm. Abruptly she closed it and ran to her wardrobe, hurrying into a thick robe. She continued to shiver, but not with cold. 


Then she wondered, why was her window open? She remembered closing it the night before. A prickling sense of dread filled her stomach. 


She spun around, her back to the door and her face to the entire room. 


"Show yourself," she croaked. 


"So be it," a patronizing voice mocked. She recognized its dusky tones with horror. Focusing on where the voice had come from, she saw him, the dark figure. She took a step backwards and felt the solid wood of the door at her back. 


"The Arc has a message for you, may Fate bless his days. It will be today. You will go down to the river with the guests and you will fall. Allow the river to carry you and you will be taken out and hidden away until the hour of your quest. Do you understand?" 


"I do," Alix said, fighting the tremble in her voice. She was afraid, deadly afraid of becoming a pawn of the Empire. But even through the thick sheet of terror she saw the hungry glow of curiosity. 


What would her life be like completely immersed in adventure? Danger was something she had faced before, but she had never called down a full frontal challenge on it. She had never wittingly put her life on the line so completely as she must now. Those thoughts filled her with wondering curiosity and a guilty joy along with the cold fear. Here was her chance to save to world. Hadn’t she always wanted that? 


The dark figure strode to the window and opened it. He leaned out, breathing the stormy air. Then he was gone. Alix closed the window quietly behind him. 


It was useless to try to sleep now. She did not want to stay there, either, for now it felt like figures were lurking in each shadowy corner. She crossed to her window seat and retrieved her hidden wrinkled tunic and breeches, donning them swiftly. 


She unraveled her hair from its impractical hairstyle, she had fallen asleep with it still up, and briskly knotted it into two plain braids down her back. She scrubbed her face with cold water, harshly wiping away the paint. 


Alix opened her door and entered the night of the hall. The oil torches had burned down to minimum embers so that she could barely see the stairs. Sliding her foot along the ground slowly it fell down the first stair, she found them and ran down their velvet steps, hurrying to the great entrance. It was locked and barred, of course, but she did not seek to exit there. 


She passed the large doors and felt the wall until her hand caught on a small, black handle. Untying the frayed, leather string from around her neck and tugging off a worn key, she pressed it in the lock, digging in the mechanics until she heard the snap. 


Hastily she stuffed the key and the string into her breeches’s pocket and turned the handle. It turned with some effort for it was rusty and old. The sound of footsteps hurrying down the staircase startled her, she jumped and slammed the door, escaping to the other side and fleeing towards the training arena. 


Alix grew angrier and angrier as her fear was miserably channeled into fury. She had been shown, after all these years, that it was not, in fact, her that was in charge of her own destiny. More disturbing than knowing that she was now an open invitation to be molded into a pawn was that she had always been an open invitation, even in the days when she masqueraded around the palace, believing that she was so strong. How could she have been so stupid? 


She kicked a stone and it rambled over the grass, then stopped at a safe distance away from her. She saw the secondary weaponry shed and marched towards it, prying the door open and stepping in. It's wood floor rocked slightly beneath her feet, and it was a hollow sound that traced her steps to the very back. 


There Alix picked a random blade, testing its weight. She took a belt and strapped it around her breeches, locking on a sheave and slipping the sword inside, metal scraping metal. She left the shed and ran to the training arena, a place she could release her wired fury safely. 


With blind emotion she struck a dummy. It reeled under the force of her blow. Alix thrusted at it, forcing it to take the full attention of her vehemence at being such a game piece, as controllable as the dummy. She attacked it with more and more wrath. 


The dummy had no defense against the passion and skill of the Lady. The cloth burst and sawdust exploded over her. She batted the dust out of her eyes and wiped her mouth, spitting out an ugly wad of dirt. 


Rain turned the dirt to mud, the smell of wet dust was overwhelming. She coughed and hacked mucky particles out of her lungs. 


She stood, dripping and grubby, rain pouring down on her. Suddenly, more than fighting, Alix wanted to cry. Horrified at herself, she fled, dropping the sword on the ground and running, the sheave slapping her leg, maiming her pace. Alix had strapped it on wrong again. She kept running until she was in the gardens behind the fortress. 


Alix threw herself on a bench and sat up very straight, blinking angrily at the brightening sky, trying to force herself to be strong. 


She might be a pawn, but she would not cry. She would not cry. Alix glared resolutely at the sky as it grew lighter. The rain began to clear.


The sun was still sunken beneath the horizon as the sky grew lighter, and as it became a chorus of halos in streaking light. Then, slowly, deliberately, edges of gold and red and pink and azure peeked over the horizon, as if checking that the coast was clear. It was. 


Angels of light spun across the sky, the music of color burst in vibrato over the heavens, breathlessly pursing its chorus. Streaks like the skin of a tiger, clouds illuminated like lightning, color like a wild fire raging across the sky, not angry but passionate. Then the heralded sun made its flaming entrance, the greatest fire, exploding in summits of impossible colors. 


"You outdid yourself today," Alix whispered. Beautiful. She hated pink and orange, though the sky pursued those colors with zest. For some reason they looked beautiful today, so she loved the colors for the sake of the sky, as long as they knew their place and did not cross their bounds into her clothing – or anyone else's clothing, for that matter. 


You will go down to the river with the guests and you will fall. 


The sky had kissed her goodbye. 


Alix bit her lip but forced her eyes to watch the sky. She would not cry. 


"Alixandría!" Johann's relieved, gentle voice cracked her concentration as he sat quickly beside her, taking her hands. 


She collapsed in the old man's arms and wept. 

Chapter Six

Decision


"Oh, Alixandría," Johann said softly. Had he made a mistake? Was she too young? His heart began to break, knowing that he had subjected her to this. Sixteen. She is just a child, he thought slowly, sadly. Does it have to be her?


She was the only one with the heart for it. He had not chosen her for her power for he knew that without control she had none and she would have no control on this quest. She still had to learn the difference between power and strength. She has potential to be strong, he thought to himself. Potential to be wise. But she also had potential to be weak, to be foolish. 


There was much he had yet to teach her. She had an open head and she learnt quickly, but she forbade her knowledge and plunged into mistakes heart first. 


"But there are things that outweigh that," he said aloud, softly. Yes, it did have to be her. The only hope for the people was a good heart, not a good head. Besides, it was too late now. 


Alixandría looked up at his face, her wet eyes asking impossible questions as always. 


"All will be well, in the end," he said sadly. 


"You know that might not be true," she said, pulling herself straighter but keeping his hands. 


He looked back at her, harboring a sad smile. 


"No," he said. "It might not." 


She turned away and freed one of her hands, lodging it under her chin and staring down the sky as it blurred away the last traces of sunrise. 


Johann saw a shiver of movement from a path to the right. He turned to investigate and saw young Lord Joringel standing there. Their eyes met and the Lord bowed respectfully before his eyes flicked to Alixandría. For a moment Johann worried that Lord Joringel would join their conversation and cut away this chance for Alixandría to react to and understand everything that was happening to her, but the Lord walked away softly when he saw her fractured stature and obvious state of grief. Johann was pleased with him, it revealed the cocky young Lord to have a soft heart. 

    "It's today," Alixandría said impassively. She had not seen the Lord.  

    "Indeed." He watched her thoughtfully. 

    "At the river." 

    "I know," he assured her. 

    She nodded, but kept her eyes on the sky. Then she turned to him. "I'm fine now." 

    "Good," he gently stroked away the remains of her tears with the edge of his sleeve. The sunrise was gone now and the sky was a brilliant blue, the only clouds were pure ships on its azure waves. He sighed deeply. "The party will form soon, for it is to be a brunch picnic…by the river." 

    "How long have we been here?" 

    "The sandglass has turned many times. It is the second hour of the morning." 

    She sprang to her feet, letting go of his other hand. 

    "I must go or father will be angry, and I must now be quick to dress." 

    "Yes," Johann said, standing as well and looking back down the path that the young Lord had disappeared down. "Go now, my dear." She obeyed hastily. 

    He sat there then, for many minutes, contemplating a question that had just then come into his mind, a possibility that he had only briefly formed some time ago but that now perhaps had a name. Then he stood and walked downhill to the river that ran into the moat behind the fortress. 

    A pretty parcel of people were picnicking beside the river and it was a gay group, giggling and gabbing. 

    "Quite a romantic idea, a picnic, don't you think?" a silly girl tittered to Lady Alisia as Johann walked up. 

    "Quite," Lady Alisia replied politely, but she was looking at Johann, who nodded at her slightly. She turned and smiled at the girl. "But you can't really call this a picnic, can you?" 

    "Why ever not? Well, I suppose it is very grand, if that's what you mean. But why must a picnic be sitting on the grass? I mean, we'd get dirty! This is much better, don't you think? And still so romantic!" 

    "Perhaps," Lady Alisia said vaguely. “Do excuse me.” She walked swiftly over to Johann. 

    "It's today?" she asked curiously. 

    "It would be better for you if you did not know so much," Johann said. 

    "It is not my fault I have Dreams, so you must forgive my curiosity," she said. "And I have an interest in Alixandría, the reasons of which you well know." 

    "I do," Johann said, troubled. 

    The Lady turned and looked sharply up the hill. Alixandría was walking down the hill, looking very uncomfortable in an exaggerated dress. 

    "Here she comes, and then her death,” Alisia said quizzically. 

    "You speak of these things easily," Johann said. "There is much that you do not understand." 

    "I understand much," the Lady said coldly. 

   "Yes," Johann allowed. "You understand much, and a great deal too much it seems to me." 

    "Forgive me, Elder, but I did not inquire your opinion." 

    "No," he said sadly. "But I wish you would." 

    "Alixandría does, isn't she enough for you?" the Lady exclaimed heatedly. 

    "Alisia!" Johann scolded her. "Keep your voice low." 

    She gulped in a breath of air and glared at him. "It's true," she hissed. 

    "No, Alisia," he said, grieved. "It is not. Come, you are young, do not -" 

    "Young? I am thirty. Thirty! Not a sweet sixteen, like your Lady. But did you know that? No. You know nothing about me." 

    "Alisia, Alisia," Johann pleaded. 

    "No," she said icily, stopping him as effectively as a knife. Alisia took a deep breath. 

    "Greetings, Alixandría," she said pleasantly. Alixandría curtsied dutifully, smiling politely at the Lady and nodding to Johann. 

    "Greetings," she replied gracefully. 

    "Are you well?" Alisia asked, turning her back completely to Johann. 

    "Very well." Alixandría said coldly, for she had noticed the motion. 

    "Take a turn with me, would you?" 

    "Of course," Alixandría replied, correctly. 

    Johann sighed in desperation as they walked away. "What should I do with that girl?" he asked aloud, and he could have meant it for either of them. 

    The morning was warming as the sun climbed the sky. Yards of clouds were unraveled on the blue but they did not hinder the intensity of sun as they sometimes did. The grass was still damp with rain and the wood a half mile away was dark, for the trees's bark were stained with wet.

    Johann ruffled his silver beard musingly. There was a judgment he had to make, one that should be determined by counsels, advice, and time but had to be quickly resolved within the next fleeting moments.

    Johann was still standing where Lady Alisia had left him. He moved between the extravagant settings of tables seated with dignified guests and decorated with elegant dishes and cutlery and cloths. His eyes searched the party, looking for the youthful figure of Lord Joringel even while his mind roved through the possibilities that his decision either way could instigate.

    When Johann saw the Lord he stopped for a moment, delaying his heavy decision for another precious minute for he could neither make his decision too late nor too early, it had to be timed perfectly parallel to Alixandría's accident. Reasoning with the problem, he looked out towards the river. Alixandría and Alisia were there, both looking decently polite yet very cold.

    He looked back at Lord Joringel. He and another young man were playing cocker, kicking and elbowing and head butting the cock, which was a fine, leather ball, between each other. 

    He watched their game for a time, Joringel was quick and able bodied, his companion was at loss for most of their game. 

    "Man, Jor, five minutes!" his companion suddenly gasped. 

    "Three," Joringel compromised, stepping back. Masking his own exhaustion, he threw himself on the grass, lounging and grinning at his companion. 

    "You sure this isn't a bit much for you, Keeves?" 

    "Oh, sure, pretend you didn't need a break either!" 

    "Are you accusing me?" Joringel asked, acting affronted. 

    "That's exactly what I'm doing!" Keeves exclaimed as if he was experiencing a moment of sudden enlightenment. 

    "You dare?" Joringel challenged, a quick smile ready at his lips. 

    Johann looked back at the river. Alisia was gone but Alixandría was staring intently at the pulsing blue current. The dark figure appeared by her side for the glimmer of a moment, then disappeared. She seemed to be gathering her courage for her hands were clenched tightly behind her back. 

      "Lord Joringel!" Johann called hastily. The Lord jumped to his feet and moved to him, breaking off the spat with Keeves.  

    "Yes Elder?" For a moment Johann felt panicked with indecision. He turned back to the river. Joringel's eyes followed his gaze. Alixandría jumped. 

    "Dear Fate!" Joringel exclaimed, frozen for the first breath of the second.

    Alixandría screamed just before she was swept from view.  

    "Go!" Johann cried intently, his decision made.

    Broken from his shock, the Lord ran recklessly to the river, leaping in further down than Alixandría had, hidden from the eyes of the audience which were locked with sudden terror. Then all at once a Lady shrieked, a table spilled, and the guards ran to the river - but it was too late.

    Johann's judgment was concreted, so he left it in Fate's hands.

Chapter Seven

Rescue

    The river closed over her head like the lid on a coffin.

    Her lungs wailed and Alix beat to the surface, panting and choking madly, but the river's clammy fingers sucked her back before she could recover. She thrashed against the ice cold water, but it swept her down its frigid path like a determined maid. 

    Dear fate, I really am going to die, Alix thought desperately. 

    Alix's dress was heavy with water, wrapping her in a drowning embrace. Terrified, she tried to find the gown's stays with frantic fingers. She struggled to unbind them, trembling underwater. She found the river bed beneath her feet and pushed up with all of her strength. 

    She flailed to the surface again long enough for a shallow breath before she was underwater again. She jerked the stays, an easier task with air in her lungs. She dug at them so roughly that her fingers started to bleed before the stays came untied. She ripped them from the cloth. 

    Alix wrestled out of the dress, now wearing only her shift, and worked herself back to the surface feeling lighter but much colder than before. She shook. Less than two minutes had passed but Alix felt like she could have reached the ocean, thousands of miles away. 

    Where is my rescue? Alix thought angrily, keeping herself afloat with her last traces of energy. The current kept thrusting her back below and she had to fight another battle just to find oxygen again. To think she had always taken air for granted. 


Suddenly the thought struck her that that this could be some cleverly contrived assassination attempt. Her heart sank as she realized that it would not be an attempt, it would be the deed, were that true. But the Arc had no need to kill her. Did he?

    A hand gripped her shoulder. Relief pervaded her panic. Strong arms wrested her away from the current. She felt the river ripping at her limbs as if it were fighting back. In a dangerous moment both she and her rescuer were dragged deeper, squeezed into the blue depths, but then they were at the other bank and he dragged her out, both of them choking and panting and coughing. 

    Alix retched water onto the grass and crumbled in a miserable ball, unable to stand. Footsteps approached her. She felt a damp coat being laid over her shoulders, a blessed warmth after the icy river. She heard her rescuer walk a distance away, then sit on the grass himself. Slowly she stretched out on the earth, her eyes shut tight. The firm ground felt delicious under her body. She trembled, her frozen figure soaking in the sunlight. Her breathing slowed, it had been galloping painfully through her chest and throat. A ragged sigh ended her recovery and she sat, pain dully thumping in the back of her skull.


“That was – ” she turned to face her rescuer and her jaw dropped. 


Lord Joringel was lounging on the grass, perched on his elbow, grinning. 


“Dear fate!” was all she said. The coat fell from her shoulders and she was suddenly disgusted as she realized it was Joringel’s coat. She did not pick it up. 


The sun glared at them and the river hurried by, concerned again with its own business. 


“Good day,” Joringel said, amused as he always was. “It appears I just saved your life.”


“Oh, you fool!" Alix cried, standing on wobbly legs and blazing at him. "You blasted idiot!" Miserable and furious, she crossed her arms. "Dear fate, you've ruined absolutely everything!"

    "Excuse me?" Joringel demanded, jumping to his own feet.

    "You heard me, you thrice blasted fool!" She turned her back to him with an unladylike huff that appeared related to a horse's grunt. Unsure whether to be amused or affronted, Joringel was, for the first time in a long time, speechless. 

    "You either are gripped with a spell of madness," Joringel said finally, moving in front of her so that she was forced to face him again. "Or have the most outstanding pride I have ever seen." 

    "Haven't looked in the mirror lately, have you?" Alix spewed. "And neither of your deductions are correct, you simpleton."

    "Names are the weapon of a weaker mind," Joringel replied smoothly. 

    "Dear fate," was all Alix said. A dark figure was striding towards them from the shadowy forest. Despite her pride, the blood drained from her face. "Will the Arc kill me, now that I've ruined his plan?" she whispered softly. 

    "The Arc?" Joringel asked, his face darkening with suspicion, realizing finally that her reaction had nothing - or at least had not only - to do with pride. 

    "My blood is on your hands," Alix said, avoiding his question. There was no time for Joringel to reply. 

    “I was waiting for you where the forest meets the river,” the dark figure said. Then he turned to Joringel. "What is this? A lover of yours, little Lady?"

    "Never," Alix scowled. She gripped her arms harder to her chest.  

    "They are talking of two deaths at the river," the dark figure said, staring at Joringel with an expression between distaste and inspection. Joringel returned his look levelly. "They will soon search upriver." He turned back to the gloomy forest. "You must leave now." 


“Why didn’t you rescue me?” Alix asked suddenly. 


“I was waiting, had you been more patient,” the figure hissed. “I told you this before, need I repeat myself?”


“It wasn’t my patience that hindered me,” she spat, “and I was drowning. Any later and the lie would have become the truth!”


“Are you accusing me?” The dark figure asked, his voice a deadly calm. “Must I remind you how much power I have over you?”


“You do not have power over me,” Joringel said, stepping between him and Alix. Alix glared at him. 


Two riders galloped from the fortress, sporting the Arc’s colors, scarlet and gold, with the purple seal of the Empire emblazoned on their saddles.


“I am not required to keep you alive,” the dark figure breathed quietly, so that the two riders would not hear. “Remember that next time you want to flex your boyish nerve.” 


“I am not afraid.”


“You are foolish.” The dark figure gripped Alix’s arm and turned towards the riders as they dragged to a stop, the horses neighing angrily as the bits dug into their jaws. Alix winced. Dust flew in all their faces. 


With the greatest intricacies of decorum, one of the riders settled his horse, brought himself up in the saddle, and removed out a scroll from an ornate leather saddlebag. 


“His Highness the Arc, Ruler of the Empire, Regent of the Gateway to the South Seas and of the Islands of the South Seas, declares that today, in the month of Capricorn and the Third Day, the Event must be executed immediately due to certain Circumstances. The Provisions are ready at the East Forest. ”


The rider quickly returned the scroll to the saddlebag and the two turned in a wide circle, forcing the three to fall back hastily, and rode away back towards the fortress. Alix looked at the dark figure, guessing but not sure of the message’s meaning. 


“We must immediately, as the Arc has said.” The dark figure looked, disgusted, at Joringel. “And the boy must come too; he knows much and guesses everything else.”


“Leave for where?” Joringel asked, but the dark figure had gripped Alix’s arm again and was leading her to the forest. He followed. 


Alix didn’t try to struggle against the dark figure; she felt his inhuman strength and wondered how Joringel had been such a fool to as to challenge him. She tried not to stumble as his pace dragged her angrily along the grassy bank. Joringel remained a stride behind, but the distance was not for the reason of the dark figure’s speed, but his venom. 


“The Event” was the Quest, all too obviously. What ‘certain Circumstances’ had caused this premature flight? She stared hard at the forest, trying to see the ‘Provisions’. Johann would be there, she guessed. She saw nothing.


The boy must come too. Suddenly she was furious. Her daring adventure seemed to sink into cold commands. Instead of visions of long talks with Johann, marvels and cities, and in the end: victory in her hands, she saw Joringel discovering the Life Stone, Joringel debating with Johann, Joringel laughing at her, Joringel forcing her to dance. Alix glowered. It would have been justified for the dark figure to have killed him. Or at least have mortally wounded him. 


They were in the forest and dark wet bark surrounded her. It smelled like pine sap and damp leaves, tasted like rain and rich soil, and felt like a wet kiss blowing over her face. The whinny of an impatient horse met them there, and she heard the jingling of a bridle and bit and the sound of Johann’s warm voice soothing the horse. 


“nalas, Jak.” The sound of a hand patting the horse’s side was muffled through the trees. A bird call bubbled from the leafy branches above them. The beat of their footsteps was muted for the ground was soft and moist. The horse seemed to have calmed completely and when they finally saw him, he looked serene and gentle. Johann looked up. Two more horses were beside him, both shifting warily at the newcomers.


“A horse for the boy too, Elder?” the dark figure said, his voice a deadly purr.


“I have many eyes,” Johann replied in a civil tone, mounting his horse, the speckled gray Jak. 


“I have no doubt,” the dark figure said. “Many of them seem to wander places they shouldn’t.” 


“Do not accuse me, Wight,” Johann said in a voice that was almost cold. “Mount, Alixandría. And you as well, Lord Joringel, I have led your stallion here.” Joringel’s horse was tall and black, Alix’s was white and not as tall, but he looked fast. “We must leave, the enemy has discovered our plans.”


“Whoa, Gallant,” Joringel said gently to his stallion as he mounted and the horse tossed his head.  


“Your mount is called Sus, speak to him in the Illuminated Tongue and he will let you ride,” Johann said to Alix. “nalas is ‘be calm.’”


Alix complied obediently. The horse let her mount as Johann had promised.  When she looked back, the dark figure was gone. 


“Follow me,” Johann said, taking up Jak’s reigns. “elan!” 


“elan!” Alix cried. Both horses began to walk, then to trot, then to gallop.


“Ya!” Joringel exclaimed, clicking his tongue. The Quest had begun.

Chapter Eight

Apology


The three rode as speedily as was possible through the damp maze of fallen trees and stumps. They hardly spoke for an hour and what they did speak was to their horses, urging them to quicken their pace or to stop before their rider was unseated by a low, rotting bough. 


“You must leave your titles behind,” Johann said finally as they paused to drink water at the river. It had begun to run along their road forty five minutes before. “And perhaps your names as well.”


“I’ll remain Joringel,” the Lord said stubbornly. “It is my name. They cannot be suspicious of every Joringel throughout the Empire.”


“Then Alixandría must leave hers,” Johann said.


“Why?” Alix demanded.  “When he keeps his?”


“One of you must change,” Johann sighed. 


“When two important people ‘die’ and immediately two other people begin wandering about the country with the same names, even a simpleton can start guessing.” Joringel said.


“Oh, now you know everything,” Alix grumbled. 


“It makes sense,” Joringel argued.


“Alixandría,” Johann chided gently. 


“I prefer just Alix anyway,” Alix growled, turning away and scrubbing her face with the icy water. “But I won’t change any more than that.”


“That will do for now,” Johann said, but his look told her that it did not do at all. “I found these in your room.” He took out her breeches and tunic from one of Sus’s saddlebags. “You left them on your floor and the maids were shocked, trying to decide what to do with them.” He chuckled, also retrieving a red, split skirt. 


She blushed madly, abruptly remembered what she was dressed in, retrieved the clothes, and ducked behind a stout, lichen bearded tree to change. After she dressed she took down her hopelessly destroyed hairstyle and braided it briskly to her hips. Then she looked aghast at her shoes. They were a twisted, lacy, impractical pair of misery. If only she had worn boots, or at least some sensible sandals! But it was too late.


She walked from behind the tree and rejoined the other two, feeling stronger now that she was dressed properly, even if she was wearing a tunic. 


“So the counsel was a ploy?” Joringel was asking, contemplating Johann intently. 


“A device,” Johann said, “to reveal Lord Belrost as a traitor, as well as feeding the wrong information through him to the enemy.”


“I see,” Joringel said thoughtfully.


“Ah, Alix!” Johann welcomed her. “Are you ready?”


 “I am.” 


“Good,” Johann said. “Mount your horse, we have a long journey to Gorelath.”


“Gorelath?” Joringel asked, a light striking his expression. 


“Indeed, my home,” Johann said, the wrinkles around his eyes deepening as he smiled. Then he looked at Alix, hooded scrutiny in his face. “I hope you like it, my dear.” 


“I will,” Alix said, grinning with high expectations. Gorelath, the city of wisdom, of history, of deep philosophy. She walked toward Sus, calmed him in the Illuminated Tongue, stuck her miserable shoe in the stirrup, and swung over him. Johann and Joringel did the same.  


She arranged her skirts more modestly, grateful for the breeches, and patted Sus’s side. The white horse snorted, tossing his head. The three nudged their horses to movement, riding again through the forest as swiftly as they could. 


When they broke from the dark suffocation of evergreen forest fifteen minutes later, Alix sighed in relief.


“I forgot it was spring,” she murmured.


“The forest was heavy,” Johann nodded. “Especially after the storm.”


Unlike its effect on the forest, the storm seemed to have scrubbed away the dead excess of winter from the fields, making them blush with life. The three were riding along a grassy slope of hill and beyond were fields of tender green shoots. 


“Beautiful,” she whispered. 


“It is beautiful,” Joringel agreed. He had caught her in one of her more sentimental moments. She scowled. 


Johann eased back the reigns on Jak and the horse stopped. Alix and Joringel did the same.


“Are we going to crush the plants just so we can cross?” Alix asked skeptically. 


“We’ll have to,” Joringel said.


“No,” Johann said. “There is a road not far from this place.”


After a moment of consideration, Johann began to ride again. Alix followed. Soon she saw what the hills had hidden, a worn gray road. They led the horses along the hill until they could get their hooves in the gray, loose stones. The road was littered with sudden craters and lumpy mounds so the pace became tottering and painstaking. 


“This is not the nobles’s road,” Johann said. 


“No.” Alix wished for clean cut cobblestone. “It is definitely not.”


“It does not seem well traveled, nor fresh,” Joringel remarked. “And so it is neither broken and easy, nor crisp and easy. We have neither advantage.”


“How very observant of you,” Alix said sourly.  


“Alix,” Johann reprimanded her. 


Alix glanced at Joringel. He seemed actually hurt. She scowled, staring at the ground. It wasn’t witty. He shouldn’t have been offended, she thought angrily. The discomfited silence spoiled the flawless spring breezing sweetly over her face. A raven cawed hungrily ahead of them. 


Joringel adjusted Gallant’s reins and the bit jingled. Johann scratched his beard, looking out to where the fields met the horizon. Alix stewed as she watched Sus’s hooves stamp dusty craters into the gravel. The road stretched on miles before them, both beckoning and threatening. 


“Joringel, ride ahead. I wish to speak to Alix,” Johann said. 


Joringel nodded and obeyed, the gravel crunching loudly under his stallion.   


“Alix,” Johann began heavily once they could no longer hear Gallant’s hooves. Alix felt a tight lump in her stomach, the apprehension of punishment tightening her throat. “You are acting like a child.”


She squinted up at the bright sun. “I know,” she mumbled. 


“Can you explain to me why you are behaving in such a rude manner?” 


She looked away from the sky and stared hard at the ground. “You are acting like a parent,” she accused him, but there was no vehemence in her voice. 


“Alix,” he reached over and touched her shoulder softly. She looked up at him reluctantly. His eyes were so kind. “I’m trying to help you. You are a kind girl – ” she gave a hard laugh at that. “Alix. You are tender inside though you hide your gentleness from everyone else except for me, until lately. Must even I look on your stony walls now and never see the gardens?” 


Alix sighed miserably. 


“You cannot live behind walls forever, Alixandría,” he said quietly. 


“I know,” she murmured. 


“What is it about Lord Joringel that so incites you?” he asked suddenly.


“He is an arrogant fool!” the vehemence had returned. 


“Is that all you see in him?” Johann asked, bemused. 


“I do not fancy him, if that is what you are implying!” Alix exclaimed.


Johann chuckled. “No, that’s not what I meant to imply.”


“Then what?”


“Do you truly only see his pride?” Johann asked. Alix nodded angrily. “Then I am surprised at how blind you are.”


She stared back at the ground, tears stinging her eyes. Johann wasn’t usually this critical and it hurt. 


“He rescued you from the river,” he said. “What motives did he have for this? Nothing but his chivalry. I do believe he mildly admires you, Alixandría, but would a lesser man risk his life for a pretty face?” Alix didn’t look up. “All you have paid him in return are stinging insults and shallow wit. Alixandría, look at me! You are above such coarse behavior.”


They rode in silence for an other few minutes. 


“I am disappointed in you.” Johann said eventually. “I expected at very least your civility toward him. But instead you allowed your emotions to rule your behavior and in the process damaged your self control and your character. In allowing yourself be cruel to Joringel, you have allowed yourself to be cruel to others. Do you feel glad about this?”


“No,” Alix murmured, staring intently at the ground. 


“Oh, Alix,” Johann sighed deeply. 


“He –” Alix began, then stopped quickly, a sob in her throat. 


“Yes?”


Alix shook her head.


“I want you to tell me, Alixandría.” 


She shook her head more furiously. Then she felt his wise, loving hand touch hers gripping tightly on the reigns. She bit her lip. 


“He - he reminds me of Caldin,” she burst out, then clamped her mouth shut and tried miserably not to cry.  


“Oh, Alix,” he murmured sadly. “He reminds me of Caldin, too. Your brother was a strong man.”


“And I hated him for it,” Alix  whispered raggedly. Johann was silent. “And now it’s too late for him to forgive me for being the prideful idiot that I was. And am. Oh, Johann, will I always, always be such a fool?” She buried her head in Sus’s mane. 


“I think not,” Johann said gently. “You are learning.” 


She sat up slowly, wiping her eyes with her free hand.


“You realize that calling yourself ‘Alix’ holds the same danger as going by Alixandría.” Johann said. It was not a question. 


Alix slunk down in her saddle. 


“What was your mother’s name?” he prodded her gently.


She sighed. “Fine. I will be Violet.” She twisted her braid with her left hand. 


“Good. Now - I believe you should apologize to Joringel,” Johann said. 


“What?” Appalled, her hand dropped back to the saddle.  


“Indeed you must,” Johann said. 


“What?” 


“Alix,” he said, his voice carrying a low warning.


“What would I say? ‘Sorry?’”


“That would be a start,” Johann said, smiling gently.


“Johann!” Alix begged.


“Go on, Alix.” He nodded, patting Jak’s neck. “It will be good for you.”


“It would be humiliating!” Tears stung her eyes. 


“Precisely.” 


“Johann,” Alix pleaded.


“elan,” Johann tapped Sus’s side while pulling on Jak’s reigns and her horse launched forward.


She had been properly punished but she hated it. She felt like a chastised child, but she had behaved like a child so why shouldn’t Johann treat her like one? 


Her stomach fluttered with panic as her horse came alongside Joringel’s stallion. She was suddenly seized by a crazy impulse to ride past him, to gallop far away, even to Gorelath itself! But what would Johann say? She could see his sad, rebuking eyes asking her: “are you glad about this?” She couldn’t imagine disobeying him so brazenly. 



“Good day, Alix,” Joringel greeted her politely. 


“Good day,” Alix replied hesitantly. “I…my name is Violet, now.”


“Ah,” Joringel said, nodding. “Good day, Violet, then.” The wind wafted over the fields, brushing them with flickering whispers.  


“It was my mother’s name,” Alix stalled. She felt guiltier every stillborn second.


“Lady Violet?” Joringel asked. Alix nodded. “I’ve met her, but I was barely five at the time. The minstrels tell me they miss her sweet tones.”


“They do,” Alix said quietly.


“Did you inherit her talent?” Joringel inquired. Alix winced with a self conscious grimace.  


“No. No, indeed, I most definitely did not.” 


“I see,” Joringel said. There was another silence. Was it so evident that she had something she must say?


“Ah…Joringel?” 


“Yes?”


“Ah…” You sound like an idiot. Dear fate, say it, stop wallowing so pitifully on this torturous edge! “I’m…” Alix swallowed. She knew her strawberry face paraded her embarrassment. “I…ah… apologize for my behavior earlier.” There. Her stomach remained rigid. She didn’t know how to manage this for she had not seriously apologized since she had turned seven years old. 


Truly? She hadn’t thought she was so haughty. Alix cursed her blindness. She had seen herself through a tainted vision that had primped her self-esteem while extracting disparaging views from everyone around her. Will I always be such a blind fool? Even now do I hide my own deformities from myself?


“I accept your apology,” Joringel replied evenly, but his features wondered with curious surprise. His eyes were both doubtful and probing. “Violet…it appears that you and your father are not close.” 


It was none of his business! Alix’s temper flared and she strained to bite her tongue and to think before she spoke for once in her life. She must not waste all her humiliation just to indulge in her pride again. That’s what it is, pride, she though glumly. I’m just as arrogant as I thought him to be. 


“I…we’re not,” she said. 


“Why?” 


Her practiced anger supplied her with many choice remarks for disparaging either subject, her father or Lord Joringel, with fanged grace. She grimaced. 


“He’s been…difficult since he lost my mother and my step-mother. And brother.”


“Your step-brother, Master Caldin? There was much confusion about his disappearance. The servants said he ran away, the lords accused foreign countries, and some said he ended his life somewhere secret.”


Alix jerked her eyes away from Joringel and stared blindly at the horizon, fighting a bloody battle against tears. 


“I know,” Alix hissed. How dare he, how dare he, how dare he? She was trying to be good, trying to be humble, but how could she be gentle when he pursued the most hurtful subjects possible? She blinked angrily, furious at the traitorous tears drowning her eyes. He didn’t know, a calm voice told her. He should have! she bit back. How could he have known? it replied. Stupid conscious. 


You cannot live behind walls forever. 


“He didn’t kill himself,” Alix said with a sob that sounded like she was choking. “He was in love with life.” 


“I’m sorry,” Joringel said, alarmed that she was crying. “I shouldn’t have…”


“He didn’t run away, either. He had so many dreams.” Joringel fell silent. “But who would have abducted him and not demanded ransom?” she said. 


“I do not know,” Joringel said quietly. “You have thought much of this, haven’t you?”


“Every day,” she whispered. 


“You must have loved him,” Joringel said gently.  


“No,” she said, even more quietly. “I hated him. I hated him because he was strong and noble and brilliant and interesting and I was just the child in my father’s way. He was the future Lord, a scholar and a gentleman, I was the eight year old who twirled circles in the ballroom alone and wrestled with the muddy hound.


“But no, it wasn’t by design, he didn’t mean to steal my father…I was an idiot and I keep making the same mistakes, the same stupid mistakes. It’s my blasted pride! They say I have potential to be wise, potential to be a Lady, but they all know that my blasted pride and stupid self-pity will drive me into a stuck up pig masked only by practiced etiquette and my father’s importance and someone else’s silks and…” she stopped.


Alix looked at Joringel, who’s eyes were riveted on her face. She resisted a fierce urge to start weeping and didn’t know where to look. She settled on combing Sus’s blond mane for burrs with her trembling fingers. The rough hair was gently soothing. 


“Sorry,” she mumbled. She had intended to surrender a grudging apology, instead she handed him her heart on a platter. 


“Thank you, Alixandría,” he said softly. She looked over at him and he had intensity in his face. She attempted a smile, but it looked like a sheepish grimace. He understood it and smiled for her. 


A vivid ribbon of freedom wove through her stone wall. She felt lighter, less protected but less captured. Alix laughed quietly, even though she didn’t quite know why.

Chapter Nine

Dershire


 AFTER THREE EVENTLESS DAYS on the same jaded gray road they left the hilly farmland and began to see signs of people. On the fourth morning they were on the outskirts of a town. There was a flour mill and a waterwheel and a shack coated in peeling green paint. Soon Alix could also see a smokehouse, a livestock pen, and a tannery that smelled like rotten meat, potent medicine, and rusty, wet metal. 


By the afternoon they came to the town. There stood a sun bleached sign with faded red letters on a dirty white board that read: “This is Dershire, home of the best pigs in the West Hills.”


“Pigs?” Alix asked, smirking. 


“Where do you think your father gets his fat pork?” Johann asked with a dry smile. “Come now, remember your place, you are a common girl with some education, your father was a jeweler in Amsly but you are now an orphan. Pigs are wealth, Violet Nomansson, and you have no pigs.”


“I know, I know.” Alix said, exasperated. He had told her all of this before. She was terrible at lying, but her memory was fine. But she supposed he was taking no chances with her atrocious acting. “Are we staying here long?”


“No, not very long,” he said. “But there is a place we must visit.”


Joringel knocked on the sign as they rode by. “Aren’t our horses going to be suspicious in this poor town?” 


“They’ll be staying with a friend,” Johann assured him. They had barely ridden past the welcome sign when Johann turned to follow a smaller road, though still gray rock, to a ramshackle shop. 


Its moldy walls had once been white, but now they exhibited a sloppy gray. The roof sagged and leaked, the windows slumped, and the gutter dripped, clogged with rotting leaves and mud. Vines grew on the bottom of the walls, their spidery heads had been crudely hacked off at an arm’s length from the ground. 


The fence in front, however, shone brilliantly white in the rainwashed sunshine. An imposing black and white paper pegged to the fence read: GET OFF THE FENCE! WET PAINT! The irony of the fresh white fence against the wrecked building was comical.  


The building bore a sign with its name, so faded and dirty and infested by nests and hives that it was barely readable: ELWORTH’S BOOTS. 


“Boots?” Alix asked with a grin. 


“Good boots,” Johann said, nodding at his own booted feet. 


“I’m sure,” Joringel said, staring pointedly at the decrepit building. 


“Impressions are deceiving,” Johann said as he dismounted. The other two followed. “Or at least easily misunderstood. This building reveals the man, not the boots.”


“I see,” Joringel said. 


“He must be a very interesting man,” Alix observed. 


“He is,” Johann said. 


A man, presumably Mr. Elworth, suddenly burst from the sagging doors and raced towards them before stopping a full yard away. He wore a gray, ripped top hat, a black, bedraggled suit coat over a coarse, tea colored tunic, and brown, skin tight trousers with a rip in the knee. 


“Good to see you, good to see you,” he repeated nervously, taking off his hat and dragging his fingers through his muddled hair. “I, ah, see you’re looking very well. Yes, indeed. Very good to see you.”  He didn’t acknowledge the presence of Alix or Joringel, only looked at Johann with a drilling stare combining terror and shock that made the invisible hairs on Alix’s neck prickle. 


“I was hoping you could keep these horses for me while I go to town,” Johann said, undisturbed. Alix was using every scrap of her ladylike training to keep her face decently between interested and ordinary. Joringel looked politely engaged, but there was a trace of surprised amusement around his mouth. 


“Ah…” The man looked like he’d rather paint his fence again. 


“Henry,” Johann said quietly. 


“Of course!” The man said as he leaped up and took Jak’s reigns, then lunged and grabbed Sus’s and Gallant’s reins from Alix and Joringel’s hands without a word to them, and dragged the horses hastily behind the building. They walked away.


“I’m not sure what I think of your friend, Elder Johann,” Joringel said. “Will our horses be safe with him?”


“The horses will be quite safe,” Johann said. “It’s him I am concerned about.” 


“He desperately needs a wife,” Alix said. “Doesn’t he scare away his customers?” 


“Are you volunteering?” Joringel asked.


Alix choked. “Never!” 


“Then why would another girl have him?” Johann asked with a dry smile. “Come, both of you, stop your abuse.” 


They smiled. 


Alix saw no people on the road although she felt the prickling sensation that unseen eyes scrutinized her. Twice she saw faces peering curiously from a window but both ducked behind their dirty curtains when she turned her head.  


“This is a very strange town, Johann,” she said after they had been walking for a quarter hour. Her legs felt sore and cramped after three days and a morning of riding.


“It is,” Johann said. “Prepare yourself, for we are going to the strangest place in this strange town.”


“Why?” Alix asked, feeling a unsettling mixture of apprehension and curiosity. 


“It is an experience that no one should miss,” Johann said with a chuckle. “And I need something from there.”


“Is it another store like our dear Mr. Elworth’s?” Joringel asked skeptically.


“It cannot be compared to any other place in the Empire or in other lands.”


“Why keep us in suspense?” Alix demanded. “Couldn’t you tell us what it is?”


“I cannot give details of this place,” Johann chuckled. “For it is different for each person. Violet, would I lead you into danger without warning you?” 


“No,” Alix said glumly.


“Trust me. Even an Elder has no words for a place like this! It is called ‘The Shottery’. It has everything you could possibly need and everything you never would.”


“I see,” Alix said, but she didn’t.


“So it is a store,” Joringel said.


“Yes,” Johann said. “But not like Elworth’s Boots.”


Soon they were on a main street. Many rundown buildings leaned heavily each other in a row of messy shops. All of them were closed.


“How does a shop stay running if it is closed in the middle of the day?” Alix asked, wondering. 


“They do not like visitors,”  Johann said gravely.


“So I see,” Joringel said. “I agree with A…Violet. This is a very strange town.”


Alix expected the Shottery to be a colossal building, perhaps the only decently kept building in Dershire, sitting elegantly – or at least cleanly – on the edge of town. But after a moment Johann turned at one of the shops, different only in that it was not closed, and knocked on the door.


Alix blinked. “Is this the right location?” She looked up and saw the store’s sign: The Shottery.


“Expectations are dangerous things,” Johann chuckled. 


“Did you knock?” Joringel asked, confused. 


“I did,” Johann said. “One must always have proper respect for living things.”


“Living - ?” Alix began. 


The door opened. Johann stepped in confidently and Alix followed. 


Alix was in a fine room with a chestnut wood floor, a few neat shelves of small products, and clean walls. She walked over to the shelves, marveling at the little wonders there. A precious music box drew her interest. She turned its mechanics and it sang a tender lullaby that she felt as if she knew. It made her want to laugh and clap her hands like a toddler listening to her mother sing her to sleep.


 It unnerved her and she turned to a black frame that held a painting of the ocean. The painting looked so authentic that she thought she felt the soft, salty breeze on her face and tasted the sandy, warm air in her mouth. Alix touched it, enchanted, and gasped as her finger slipped past the canvas and touched hot sand. She jerked back, shocked, and fell against something. 


It was a sign, just a simple board nailed to a wood stick but with the startling words: Welcome to the Shottery, Lady Alixandría printed neatly on its face. Alix withdrew and stared, afraid. She reached forward and gingerly touched the words to see if the ink was still wet. It was perfectly dry. What was this place? She looked urgently for Johann but couldn’t see him or Joringel. Had they gone into different rooms? Where was she?


Alix looked at the sign again. It now read: Everything you could possibly need and everything you never would. She stared at it harder. Suddenly she realized that there was another sign beside it reading: Shoes >. Alix looked down at her trussed feet, deciding to brave the strangeness and follow the sign.


It pointed her down a hall clad in infatuating, though oddly matched, artwork. The left wall was decorated with three pictures in black frames – pictures she knew better than to touch. The first was of a fire swallowing a boiling bay depicted in such blazing heat that she flinched when she imagined reaching into the picture to feel the stinging air. The next was a vintage butchery lined with many sharp, though crude, knives. She could easily slice her finger off touching into that world. The last picture was of a desperate, howling pack of wolves. Their eyes were so mournful, so hungry, that she felt an overwhelming desire to give them food. But their teeth reminded her of their vicious nature and of the fact that she was their food. She quickly looked away.


The right side wore a wide, hypnotic vision that covered the entire wall.  It scared her, its yawing expanse could easily swallow her whole. What would happen if she crawled through the frame and into its bewildering, twisted world of abstract confusion? Alix stared, both revolted and drawn by the strange art, a wild collage of eyes and hands and legs and mouths and color. Then the terrifying thought struck her, were the people in the picture those who had done exactly that, crawled – or fallen –  inside? She looked closer, but the contorted figures did not seem panicked or afraid. She looked away. 

At the end of the hall was a room full of every exotic and ordinary shoe she had ever seen or imagined or ever would have imagined. There were too many choices to ever decide on even a single style. She stood there, wondering how she could ever possibly pick just one pair. 


Shocked, Alix realized that the crowded room had clarified into a practical selection of stylish though sensible shoes. She bit her lip in surprise, paralyzed for a moment before she remembered her purpose and stepped forward to examine the shoes.


She felt nervous to touch anything, but she stroked a soft, thick soled moccasin despite herself. It felt like the sweetest velvet. She picked it up, it felt light in her hand. She took down its mate and tore off her party shoes.


Alix melted into the gentle shoes. They felt delicious, heavenly, incredible on her tired feet. They fit perfectly. She stepped toward a slim mirror, modeling them for herself. 


Her curling black hair had been unbraided during their journey, it hung loosely to her hips. She dragged her fingers through it, unknotting the tangles. Her inquisitive black-brown eyes stared curiously back at her as she fingered the aggravating pimples that fringed the crown of her forehead. At least they were small. She rebraided her hair for practicality’s sake, even though she liked the feel of it cascading with her movement. 


Alix shook her head at her silliness as she posed for herself as vainly as her giddy maids. How glad she was to be free of them! It would be the worst sort of irony if she morphed into one of them as soon as she had escaped their clutches. Alix looked back at the new shoes. 


She hated to take them off, but it felt like stealing to walk around the store in them, so she slipped them off and went barefoot, leaving her miserable shoes to be swallowed by the Shottery. 


Alix peered back into the hall to reassure herself that it was still there. It wasn’t. It had been replaced by a hall of mirrors. Everything within the hall was made of mirrors:  the floor, the walls, the ceiling. It looked like polished ice, seamless and everywhere. She stepped back, afraid that she’d crack the surface. She looked back at the room of shoes, and was shocked to discover that it had become a wall. Alix was no longer standing at a doorframe, she was standing with her back to a mirroring wall. 


She crossed her arms tightly, wrapping her body to herself. The mirror beneath her did not crack, but she continued to step tentatively and hesitantly.

Then there was a girl standing behind the skin of the mirror in front of her. She was perfect, with a serene smile on her lips, eyes like black pools of rich, intelligent depths, the irises melting into the pupils with no distinction between them, and molded with curves fitting every part of herself. She was somehow fiercely familiar. 


Her hair was dark and wavy like Alix’s, but it tumbled to her ankles in a black waterfall. Her face was shaped with pronounced cheekbones and a fine nose, pleasantly curved lips, and a mischievous grin that made Alix feel an irrefutable kinship with her. Alix grinned and the girl smiled back. Then Alix noticed that she could not see her own reflection. Confused, she waved her hand. The girl waved back with a quizzical expression teasing her features. Alix looked quickly downwards, to see if the floor was reflecting her… and was shocked to see the girl looking questioningly back at her. 


But the girl wasn’t her, she was sure of that, she had just looked at herself in the mirror and she had looked nothing like the fascinating girl before her. And yet, she seemed so familiar…so deeply, personally familiar…


Alix decided to ignore the mysterious reflection that was not hers before it drove her mad. She discarded it as best she could as just another bizarre complication of shopping at the Shottery. Now she understood why Johann could not give her details of this place, but he could have prepared me better than he did, she thought.


As Alix walked down the hall, catching alluring glimpses of the girl, she saw many rooms. The first room she saw was full of hats, ridiculous, practical, extravagant, and solemn, more than any one person could wear even if they changed hats every hour from the moment when they were born. The second was stuffed with scarves. A villain could use them to gag, bind, and hobble every store owner in the Empire and still have enough left over for a glamorous wardrobe. The third was entirely stocked with stockings. She laughed at that, it was somehow hilarious to see so many splashy variations of socks. 


The next rooms were like the first three, categorized by kind. They weren’t only clothing, some of them contained earrings or paper or ink or sand… she wasn’t sure what the point of the last room was. Another was filled with hundreds of clocks all working at the exact same rate and therefore uttering a horrendous tick! or tock! in unison each second. She was glad she was not in need of a clock, trying to search for one there would bring a headache, and she would have cringed every second for some time afterwards.


Although the kaleidoscope of the superfluous collections was entrancing, it was starting to make her tipsy. Alix shut her eyes, stroking her temples. When she opened them again, she found that the hall was no longer heading straight forward, but took a sharp corner to the left. She turned before she crashed into the reflection of the girl. 


There were still mirrors, but the radiant girl had been replaced by a wounded child. She was small and skinny, and her eyes were big and tender and hurt. She had such a pathetic look to her that anyone else would want to cradle her in her arms and nurse her back to health. But in Alix, it made her heart throb and she only wanted to get away from her. She made her feel exposed and terrified. She headed quickly straight ahead. 


Soon she stopped. There was a sign in front of her that read: sword >. Alix looked in the direction of the sign and saw what appeared to be an empty room. 
She stepped inside, bewildered. There, in the center of the room, was a single sword. It’s handle was ornate but practical, twisted in a single curl of hard metal. It’s blade was embossed with white gold veins with little white leaves. She stepped towards it with hushed breath, stroked its handle. It looked too good for her to touch, but she couldn’t help herself. 


She took the handle and her reflexes spun it to life, sparring across the room against an invisible opponent. It was lighter than her practice blades had been, but heavy enough to be wielded with power. It felt natural in her hand, as if  she had handled it since she had turned five and begun fencing lessons. She laughed, flying across the room in a skillful dance, enraptured. It was beautiful, she loved it. It had to be hers. 


“I christen you…” Alix searched for a name. Great blades were traditionally named in the Illuminated Tongue and she felt as if anything less would be insulting to the gleaming weapon in her hand. But how was she to properly name a sword in a language she did not know? Irritated with herself, she looked around the room. There, she almost expected it for she was becoming familiar with the compliance of the Shottery, was a manuscript in the Illuminated Tongue. She searched the rough parchment for the perfect word, ridiculously expecting that the perfect word would seize her even though she could not know what it meant. It didn’t. 


She read the silvery words aloud, painstakingly faltering through the pronunciations. If an elf heard me butchering his language I’d be buried within the hour, she thought dolefully. She finally chose elanume for the lackluster reason that it was the last word in the manuscript, sparing her from the decision.  “I dub thee Elanume,” she said with theatric inflection, hoping desperately that her inferior pronunciation was at least marginally correct. Then she took the belt from the stand and strapped it to her side, sliding Elanume into the sheath and beaming childishly. She felt she could vanquish a thousand armies single-handedly and almost wished for the opportunity. 


Confident of herself now, she strode back into the mirrored hall to face the wounded child, but the mirrors were gone. Instead there was a blank room with one red door and one white sign reading: exit >. Ecstatic to leave her dizzying surroundings, she followed the sign through the red door and into what looked like a shockingly commonplace general store.  


There was a counter across the room and a few shelves lined with normal miscellaneous shop items: a few clocks, a scarf or two, several hats, a picture of a nice sunset that did not look particularly real, peppermint sticks, licorice, and other ordinary shop items in their ordinary quantity. It struck her in a strange way. Half of her wasn’t sure if she liked the dry normal better than the bewildering extraordinary after all. The other half was incredibly relieved and felt welcomed home. 


The only traces of the bizarre experience was Elanume at her side and the moccasins in her hand. An ordinary mirror alerted her of her frazzled appearance. She looked stunned. 


Joringel wandered in, looking speechless. She waved dazedly, feeling a sudden affinity with him. He was strapped to a sword she hadn’t seen on him before and was holding something small in his hand that she couldn’t see. He waved back just as dazed. They stared at each other for a minute while trying to think of what could possibly be said. 


“That was… interesting,” Joringel said finally.


“Very,” Alix replied. She realized that her arms were still crossed tightly over her chest and that she was glaring suspiciously at her surroundings. She commanded her arms to hang back at her sides and tried to look less shocked out of her skin.  


Johann walked in with a very satisfied look on his face but with nothing in his hands to show. 


“Did you enjoy the Shottery?” Johann asked with amusement. 


“I’m not sure enjoy is quite the word,” Alix said after a moment. “But it was a very enlightening experience.” 


“I agree with Alixandría,” Joringel said. “It was…unexpected.”


“An unexpected place full of unexpected things,” Johann said, chuckling. “A place with everything you could possibly need and everything you never would.” 


“You could have prepared us much more than you did,” Alix accused him. 


Johann chuckled. “Could I? And deprive you from learning the greatest expectation lesson that exists?” Alix grinned. 


“I think I could have lived with the deprivation,” Joringel said. 


“Undoubtedly you could have,” Johann said. “But I could I live knowing I had deprived you? But we should go, it is already night.”


“Night?” Alix exclaimed.


“Time goes on fleet feet, especially when the mind is confused,” Johann said with a smile.  


“How do we pay?” Joringel asked suddenly. 


“I’ve already made the arrangements,” Johann said. “Come, we leave now, the door is over here.” They walked together to the door. Joringel opened it, holding it for Alix and Johann. Alix blinked as they walked outside into the brilliantly normal moonlight. She looked back, and there was the entrance to the Shottery, old, ramshackle, seemingly no different from the rest of the row of closed shops.

Chapter Ten

Pride


“I think my entire philosophy of life has changed,” Alix remarked as she stepped into her new shoes. The street felt so solid. There were no mirrors, no signs, and no startling realizations. Even the watchful hostility of the town didn’t intimidate her. 


“Your perspective has changed,” Johann said. “Perspective is a kind of expectation, for it is a set of expectations that you measure your life against and so form the conclusions which influence your philosophy.”


 “Oh, let me correct myself. Indirectly, my entire philosophy of life has changed.” Alix grinned playfully.  


Johann smiled. Joringel grinned, too, watching with interest as the sixteen-year-old teased the Elder. 


“How long have you known each other?” he asked.


“Since my seventh birthday party,” Alix smirked at Johann. He chuckled. 


“More to the story, I see,” Joringel said.


“We were introduced when I attempted to run away,” she laughed. “I had my poor, fat pony packed with saddlebags containing only scones and jam.”


“I believe you also packed your doll,” Johann smiled. 


“Oh, that poor thing,” Alix laughed. “Then when my escapade didn’t succeed I begged Johann to kidnap me.”

“Industrious even then, I see,” Joringel laughed. “What was your plan after you escaped, may I ask?”


“To become a player,” she said, glancing at Joringel to see if he remembered their fireside conversation. You should be a player, she had said. 


“So it was a compliment you gave me then, not an insult?” Joringel asked. He did remember. “I’m astonished!” 


Alix smirked. “You should be. I give my compliments sparingly and in great disguises. Be grateful for the few you get.”


“I am very grateful,” Joringel said. 


“Good,” Alix said, then turned away, abruptly aware of how she was behaving. Not wrongly, just differently. Happily, freely, as if the Shottery had hypnotized her into surrendering her shield of pride. Or perhaps it had only confused her into dropping it and she had only to pick it up again…but she didn’t want to. It was easier to walk without lugging along a massive stone defense. She grinned to mask a strong sense of vulnerability. 


“What’s so amusing?” Joringel asked.


“You are,” Alix answered promptly.


“Is this yet another disguised compliment?” Joringel inquired. 


“Definitely not. If it were disguised you couldn’t tell.” 

“And you are incapable of giving an undisguised compliment,” Joringel said. “So if it is undisguised, I can be sure it is not a compliment, am I right?”


“I am capable, I simply choose not to use my capability.”


“You couldn’t give a straight compliment.”


“I could easily.”


“Then compliment me,” Joringel dared. His blue eyes danced. 


“I…” Alix  glared at him indignantly. Then her face straightened. “Johann,” she began, “you are…”


“I said compliment me.” Joringel said.


“The point is for me to compliment without disguise, it doesn’t matter who I compliment.” Alix protested.


“I dared you, so I make the rules, don’t I?” 


“But the argument is that I am incapable to give a straight compliment. If I can compliment Johann, then the debate is over.” Alix said. 


“You’ve known me too long, Violet,” Johann said. “I cannot count.”


“Johann!” Alix stared at him.


“I’m as interested in the results of this as Joringel is.”


“But you see my logic! This is unfair!” Alix cried, but she knew she was cornered. 


“The world will not always see things in your favor,” Johann said. “I would be doing you a disfavor to spoil you into thinking that the world will always appreciate logic.”


“You know this is unfair,” Alix protested, with less confidence but no less fervor. 


“You’re stalling,” Joringel said, a laugh on his face.


“I am not.” Alix said. “I’m only defending my point.”


“Truly?” Johann inquired innocently. Alix glared at him. 


“Fine!” she cried. Her audience’s attention became unbreakable. “Joringel,” she began. How come every time she decided to give up a little of her pride, Joringel had to wrest more from her than she would ever have dared to give? What could she say? She could compliment his clothes, but they were travel stained, she could compliment his sword, but it was in his belt and there was nothing spectacular about his belt, she could compliment his looks… she glanced at him. He had tousled, sandy brown hair, mischievous blue eyes, an impish smirk on his lips, a confident, strong stature… he was handsome, she admitted grudgingly, but there was no possible way that he could ever force that sentiment out of her. His personality, then. He was witty, playful, and an obnoxious flirt. He grinned at her. She scowled back. 


“Am I right, then?” he asked.


“Never,” Alix growled.


“It seems like it to me,” Joringel replied. Johann turned his face toward the end of the road and softly whistled a cheerful tune.  


“You’re not. I… you,” Hurry, you idiot. “are…” Oh, dear fate, this is horrible. Handsome, kind, clever, devious, exasperating. 


“I think she’s incapable,” Joringel said to Johann. 


“Fine! You are handsome. Satisfied?” She turned away coldly, but inside she was bellowing. You blasted idiot, ‘handsome’? He’ll think you admire him, he’ll think you fancy him.


“Thank you,” Joringel replied genteelly. She did not favor him with a response. They walked on for a time, their footsteps crunching on the gray rocks, before Joringel spoke again. “And you, my Lady, are enchanting.” He smiled. 

Alix responded with an awkward nod. She knew his compliment trumped hers, his being given freely. She glanced at him and thought: He’s so genuine, before she could beat it away. A unfamiliar, eager voice prompted her to tell him so, to return free compliment with free compliment, but she scoffed at it. Never. 

Why? 

She stared back at the lowery sky, a somber navy blue under cloud and moon. It would be so easy to dismiss the quiet voice, to bring back up her walls and barricade herself within, safe from uncomfortable questions and inconvenient voices. Oh, why was she so dependant on her walls? They weren’t freedom, just crutches disguised as easy schemes for escape. But she had truthfully known that all along.


Who was she behind her walls? Was she just a wounded child who had tried to make herself loveable by making herself strong? And even if that was true, did she dare knock down the stone facades and reveal herself as a pathetic creature huddled within? So that’s who she was, in the end, a coward too craven to be anything but a player caked with enough costumes and paint to pretend to be anyone and to fool everyone. 


Alix kicked the gray road, sending dust clouds hovering over her moccasins, wishing the sky could lock her away. She felt tears threatening her throat and she coughed in a feeble attempt to hide the questions that were shredding her distorted perspective. 


“I…I apologize…” Joringel said, distressed and confused. She shook her head vigorously. 


Johann had once told her that all journeys tested a heart, revealing everything. She was collapsing at the barest nudges of circumstance. What did that say about her strength? She felt as fragile as cracked glass. 


“No…it wasn’t you…just…” she miserably tried to explain herself. Her voice sounded choked and strained. She looked down from the sky and tried to find Johann’s comforting face, but she saw only his back. He had ridden ahead. Her heart plummeted. “It’s me,” she mumbled, too softly to be sure if Joringel had heard. She saw Joringel’s eyes, watching her face intently, concerned. She dropped her gaze to the ground as a wolf’s desolate howl perforated the dusky air. She remembered the intoxicating picture at the Shottery…

Suddenly Alix felt a warm, strong hand on her shoulder. She looked up and saw Joringel touching her. She shrugged away hastily and opened her mouth, but Johann was there at once, taking her arm to stop her. Joringel’s eyes were riveted on the horizon, but Johann was staring down the road at Elworth’s Boots, barely ten yards away. 

One skeletal silhouette was standing against the sky, only a sliver of black shadow against the dark sky. It was motionless, staring, too distant to detail but near enough to overwhelm her with the piercing awareness that it was looking for someone. Then it crouched like an ugly beast, lower and lower until all she could see was a black creature crawling over the horizon until it vanished into the places beyond her sight. 


“What was that?” she whispered, though by then it was too far to hear her even if she screamed it. 

“It belongs to the dark and to its dark things. I will not speak of it here,” Johann said in a tired voice. “Come! We must flee!” Still gripping Alix’s arm, he sped across the last steps to Elworth’s Boots, strode past the white fence, now gray with night, stepped into the yard behind the ramshackle store, and hastily began to undo the latch of a shack serving as a makeshift stable when the latch fell apart in his hand. He laid it aside and beckoned them to take their mount as he scribbled a note to Mr. Elworth. He left it on the door where a rusty nail head protruded before he led his own horse out into the yard and mounted; the stable was too crowded for him to mount inside. 

The moon was slowly beginning to pierce the thinning clouds; it held its calming light over the gray road. They rode into the street, their horses’s hooves beating a strange pulse in the darkness, the ordinary daytime noise of riding thrown to an eerie pitch in the suspicious darkness.  


Johann murmured something to his horse and Jak began galloping even faster, hurtling through the darkness. Alix prodded Sus to follow the larger horse’s lead and saw Joringel doing the same. 


Wind broke over her skin as speed stirred its mighty waves around her. She felt a glimmering moment of exultation as the freedom of speed poured through her veins before cold fear drove its cruel fist into her stomach.


They passed the sign still proclaiming Dershire’s famous pigs, the white paint visible even in the night, outlining the crimson letters. This is Dershire… they rode by too swiftly for anything more than a cursory glimpse. Suddenly Alix bit her lip and almost chewed it off as Sus lurched over a shallow hole in the road. She had just realized that they were hurtling on the road that was leading them directly to the horizon where the creature had stood.  


“Aren’t we going toward the creature?” she yelled, trying to be heard over the noise of speed and hooves. 


“We must,” Johann replied loudly. “We will take the left fork.” 


“If we live,” Joringel said. Chills trickled down her spine with the icy tendrils of an unnamed fear.

All her expectations shattered as she realized that there was a side of this quest that would do everything within its grasp to stop her – and if that meant killing her, it would be done. It was something she should have understood as soon as the Arc declared her fate, and she had, but there was an abysmal schism between understanding something and believing it. 


Alix clutched the leather reigns until she felt the sinew impressing her skin. She saw the darkness around her taking form and rising up as figures with jagged claws and lethal fangs, but when she flinched there was nothing but shadow. 


Fear gripped her bones like a subtle disease as they fled through the cursed night. Again and again she remembered the creature crawling away, or standing stiffly against the horizon, and wondered what the its orders had been.

“I think it was a scout,” Joringel said abruptly.  She could barely hear him over the tumultuous galloping hooves. 
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