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Easren

The time has
come. Ash bolted upright. Her heart pounded with a beat reminiscent
of one created by a mad drummer. Her gaze swept the room. She saw
the other young women slept. Had someone spoken on the winds or had
the words been part of a dream she couldn’t remember? When her
racing heart slowed she cautiously opened her senses to read the
winds of the keep. Using her affinity for Air she searched. The
only person awake was the Doma and the cry hadn’t arisen from the
elderly woman.

Fingers of
moonlight slid through the shuttered windows. She moved to the edge
of the bed and pushed her feet into her house boots. Ash crept to
the window to peer outside. She knelt on the stone bench and opened
the shutters a crack. A gasp pushed past her lips when she saw the
birds, one light and the other dark. The pair circled the keep.

She rubbed her
arms to banish the chill of the late winter night. “Mama, Papa,”
she whispered. “What does your arrival mean?”

Since the
destruction of the Wesren henge the birds had appeared at
auspicious moments. Sometimes the pair signaled safety and other
times they brought a warning of danger. What was the meaning of
this sighting?

“The time has
come.” Softly she whispered the words. Like a jolt of lightning a
thrill of excitement swept through her. Did that mean her and her
halfling companions were ready to leave the safety of the keep and
venture forth against their enemies? There were more opponents than
she cared to face. She considered the number of Doms and Domas who
followed Dom Senet, the four halflings he’d trained plus Zand’s
former step-mother and her two sons. A shudder rolled through her
body. There was also the voice of evil she’d heard on the
winds.

Two years and a
season had passed since the return from the quests for the
remaining halflings, the heirs and the talismans. The sixteen
companions had worked hard to gain mastery of their affinities of
the elements. Four whose element was Air, four Fire, four Earth and
four Water united in four mixed quartets. A sliver of fear stabbed.
Were they ready? She fought a desire to return to her bed and pull
the covers over her head.

As the edge of
the sun appeared above the distant mountains Ash closed the
shutters. She thought about the birds and knew hiding was as
impossible as a return to sleep. Not while her emotions rose and
fell in waves. Should she wake the others and tell them about the
birds? She frowned. If she did Ky, her younger sister, would scold
and rouse everyone in the keep.

Ash grabbed her
clothes and dashed to the necessary to wash and dress. Before she
stirred the others into action she had to speak to Doma Jandia.
Perhaps their teacher could interpret the meaning of the words and
the arrival of the birds.

As she hurried
down the stairs she quested for the Doma. The elderly woman wasn’t
in her room on the fourth level of the keep. The Doma’s mind scent
rose from the stillroom. When Ash dashed from the third level to
the second she heard stirrings from the chamber where her brothers
and the other male halflings slept. Since she wanted advice, before
those with affinities plied her with questions, she grasped the
railing and sped downstairs.

On the first
level she scurried along the hall and opened the door of the
stillroom. Shelves on one wall held jars of various herbs, spices
and flowers. Ash tasted the air as she’d been taught and isolated
attars of roses, lavender and the scent of rosemary.

The elderly
woman who had taught Ash and her siblings since the day they’d
found refuge with her sat on a bench at a stone table. She rested a
pestle in the mortar, turned and smiled. Hair turned to silver by
age framed the Doma’s lined face. The gaze from her brilliant green
eyes met Ash’s. In contrast to the copper-hued skin of the
halflings, Doma Jandia’s was as pale as linen bleached by the sun.
Until this moment Ash hadn’t realized how much the Doma had
aged.

“You’re astir
early,” Doma Jandia said.

Ash nodded. “I
heard a voice and saw the birds.”

The light of
knowing flashed in the elderly woman’s eyes. “Tell me the entire
story.”

In a few words
Ash spoke of her awakening. “Do you think the time has come for us
to leave the keep?”

The Doma
nodded. “I believe so. Though I would rather keep you here and
safe, you young people have a destiny. You have learned all I can
teach you and more since you aren’t afraid to try new approaches.
Yes, you’re ready to begin cleansing the princedoms. Once that is
accomplished you can confront Senet and his allies.”

Those words
caused Ash to straighten her shoulders. Fear and excitement
slithered through her thoughts. Her breath caught. “Are you sure?”
The time had come but she wavered between action and retreat.

The Doma left
the table. “Senet is on the move. I don’t know what he plans but
the air in the highlands shimmers with strange energies.”

Ash’s hands
clenched. “How much danger do he and his cronies pose for us?”

Doma Jandia
grasped one of Ash’s hands and uncurled the tightened fingers. “He
has full use of all four elements. Alone he can overpower any two
or three of you unless you are joined in quartets of both mixed or
a single element. When you are, he cannot overcome the meld formed
even when you are distant from each other. Know that to be the
truth.”

Some of the
churning in Ash’s gut subsided. “Where should we go first?” The
desire to avoid Dom Senet was foremost in her thoughts. She fought
dark waves of fear threatening to engulf her. She couldn’t forget
the times he had invaded her thoughts in attempts to lure her into
his web. A vision of a huge black spider with the face of the Dom
made her shiver.

He’s not here.
You have barriers against him.

What if he can
break them?

Doma Jandia
stroked Ash’s hand. “You are safe. Though in the days to come you
will face danger, you are strong enough to defeat him.”

“I pray you’re
right.” Ash swallowed. “Where must we go first?”

“The four
princedoms must be cleansed. Begin in Easren, then Soutren, Nortren
and Wesren in that order. By the time the four are cleansed, the
sixteen of you will be ready to face Senet.”

“Why in that
order?”

“’Tis the order
of the destruction of the henges and the murders of the Doms and
Domas who lived in them. In Easren the damage has lasted the
longest. With the approach of spring the conditions have become
dire.” The Doma stepped back. “Assemble your companions and tell
them the time for action has come. Use the inner room where the
layers of protection are the strongest. Set no plans in the
open.”

“Why?”

“Lest you be
over heard by Senet when he’s reading the winds.”

“How will we
know where to go?”

“Let your gems
lead you.”

Ash paused in
the doorway. “Do you think the barriers over the keep have
eroded?”

The Doma
pressed a hand on the long table. “I pray not, but where Senet is
involved there’s no reason to take chances. As you have discovered
there are places in the highlands where the winds cannot be
read.”

Ash nodded. “Do
you think he’s present in one of those places?”

“Perhaps. I
will seek but I may not learn.” The Doma smiled. “Go, break your
fast, see to your chores and make your plans.”

Ash hurried to
the huge kitchen where the sounds of meal preparation and the aroma
of cooking food scented the air. She listened to the chatter of her
friends and knew her news would end their banter.

Her twin, Bran
and their friend, Zand, stood at the fireplace and swung a huge
kettle from the flames. Together they carried this to the serving
table. Ky and Jay, her younger siblings, stood at a brazier and
turned flatcakes and slices of cured shoat. Other friends gathered
near the serving table and selected the food they needed to break
their fast.

Ash joined the
line. She carried a bowl of porridge to the granite table. She sat
on a bench and reached for honey. When all were seated she cleared
her throat. “We must meet in the inner room when our chores are
finished.”

Zand arched a
brow. “Why?”

“Tell you when
we’re all there.” She bent her head and ate. When she finished she
began her day’s chore of cleaning the kitchen and starting soup for
the midday meal. As soon as she completed her share she scurried to
the room behind the tower stairs. Here, no windows were present.
When sealed the single tightly fitted door prevented spying. Even
the stones of the wall were bonded with a sealant.

Several stacks
of pillows rested against one wall. Ash chose one and then walked
to the shelves holding books and maps. She selected a rolled one of
the princedom of Easren.

Before long her
companions arrived. Sydli, the last to enter, used her affinity for
Air to seal the door. Now, no one other than those in the room
could hear what was said. Neither could any sound from outside
enter the sanctuary.

The others
chose their places. Ash noticed how they clustered in their mixed
quartets. She waited until everyone sat. In one hand she clutched
the map. “The time has come for us to leave the keep.”

Gasps greeted
the announcement. Zand leaned forward. “Are you sure?”

Ash nodded.
“This is what I heard and saw.” She related the tale of the voice
and the appearance of the birds.

“That’s not
fair.” Ky glared. “Why didn’t you wake me? I wanted to see
them.”

“I was so
entranced by the sight I couldn’t move,” Ash said. “They haven’t
appeared since we began our studies. When they vanished I dressed
and went to Doma Jandia. She said we’re ready to begin. First we
must cleanse Easren where the first henge was destroyed and the
keepers died.”

“All of us?”
Zand asked.

Ky bounded to
her feet. “When do we leave?”

Ash waved her
impetuous sister down. She unrolled the map of the princedom of
Easren. After removing the clear white gem identifying her affinity
as Air she held it over the map. “Where should my quartet go?”
Slowly the stone revolved. The chain stiffened and pointed north
and east. Ash moved along the side of the map. Once again the chain
drooped and the stone spun. Ash marked the spot on the map. “This
is my group’s destination.”

One by one the
others with an affinity for Air used their gems to find the spot in
the princedom where they must go. Sydli’s stone halted above
Easrenton where the palace stood. Kirlon’s group would travel to
where the Ruran River vanished near Soutren. The final group was
Mikel’s. They would travel to the lake surrounding the drowned
henge.

“What now?”
Mikel asked.

“We need to
make plans,” Ash said.

Ky bolted to
the door. “Let’s go.” The others with a Fire affinity followed
her.

“Not yet,” Ash
called. “We can’t run around like emmets stirred from their
nest.”

“Who has the
furthest to go?” Jay asked.

“Kirlon’s
group,” Bran said.

Ash drew a deep
breath. “We need plans. We’ll need supplies. People in Easren will
have little to share.”

Jay nodded.
“Fire affinities should check the coursers and see if they’re fit.
If any need to be shod, Earth affinities can help. They should also
see to the panniers.”

“What are you
going to do?” Zand asked.

“See to food
supplies.”

Bran rose.
“Water affinities will make medicinal packs for us and for the
animals.”

“Then Air will
see to clothes, tents and sleep saques,” Ash said.

Ky reached the
door. “What are we waiting for? Zand, Rogier, Tamlia, come with
me.”

Bran halted
beside Ash. “Since rain and flooding are the problems in Easren I
believe the Water affinities will take the lead in the cleansing.
We should discuss this before we leave.”

Ash nodded. “If
we can keep Ky from galloping off with her sword spouting
flames.”

He chuckled
then pointed to the map. “If lines are drawn from the other foci,
they meet at the edge of the drowned henge. Do you think that will
be true in all the princedoms?”

“I’m not
thinking of any place other than Easren.”

He groaned.
“You know how I hate surprises.”

Ash piled the
pillows at the side of the room. What were the conditions in
Easren? She knew about the rain and floods. But what about the
people? She decided to search the winds.

Not in here. If
she closed the door the barrier would prevent a search. If the door
remained open the protection could be destroyed.

She hurried
from the keep into the forecourt. There she turned and stared at
the gray stones of the tower. Sadness blossomed. The keep was home
and family. She brushed her hand over the rough stones. With a sigh
she sank on a bench and leaned against the wall. Warmth and comfort
seeped from the surface.

Ash opened
herself to the winds of thought. Without warning, a stab from the
highlands touched her. Like the sting of a scorpon’s tail someone
tried to jab into her mind. Help! She slammed her barriers tight.
Who? Not Dom Senet. His touch felt oily and tempting. This had been
crude and demanding.

Mikel and
Kirlon slid onto the bench on either side of her. Sydli crouched
before her. Their arrival brought comfort to ease the chill of
fear. “What was that?” Sydli asked.

Ash released a
held breath. “Not the Dom. Rougher. Greedier.”

“What were you
trying to do?” Mikel asked.

“Listening to
the winds of Easren.”

“Good idea but
we should form a circle,” Kirlon said. “I’ll block against
intrusion.”

They clasped
hands. Ash felt the merge form. She reached for the winds of
Easren. Cries of hunger, fear and despair echoed through the meld.
Rain fell two days out of four. Rivers and streams overflowed their
banks. Soon melt from ice and snow in the highlands would add to
the deluge.

When Ash broke
the circle she met the gaze of her friends. “The Doma was right. If
we don’t go now there will be no spring planting. Famine and death
will follow.” She rose. “The time is now.”

 


 


Valcon

 


 


With a shrill
nagging voice ringing in his ears Val signaled his three companions
forward. He closed his mind to the muttered complaints of the
youngest member of the quartet. Why me? Was it because he was more
than a year older than any of the halflings that he had to ride
herd on the most impetuous of the Fire affinities? He groaned when
Ky’s courser sprinted into the lead.

“At last,” she
shouted. “Come on. Hurry.We’ve a long way to go.”

Val shook his
head. “We won’t reach our destination any faster if your courser
falls and you smack your head.”

“Hah! I’m a
better rider than that.”

Val felt a
strong desire to scream and return to the keep. Would he ever see
the elderly pair who had become almost parents again? He closed off
those thoughts before his emotions tangled with regret. With Water
as his affinity his emotions and those of others sometimes swamped
him.

The quartet
rode past fields that wouldn’t be planted this spring. As they
entered the forest Val noticed how the road they’d widened when
they first came to the keep had narrowed. The Rover wagons would
never pass the tangle of weeds, briars and saplings now.

He paused and
waited for Kirlon. “Can you read the winds of the forest and ride?
We need to be sure there are no homeless men lurking nearby.

Kirlon nodded.
“I’ve been checking. Other than animals I can hear none but our
group. How far will we travel today?”

“I hope to
reach the plains.” Val urged his courser into a trot.

At moonrise
they emerged from the gloom beneath the trees. Val stared at the
grassy plain. A memory slammed into his thoughts. Here, his party
had been confronted by a group of homeless men led by a Dom. Zand
and the Dom had dueled with Fire. The flames had spread along the
grass. Only by using his affinity to pull rain from the clouds had
Val been able to prevent a disaster.

Ky jumped from
her steed and cleared some turf away. She piled some wood in the
center and called fire to ignite the kindling. “Will we visit the
Rovers?”

Val shook his
head. “I would enjoy seeing the children but that would add too
many days to our journey.” Regret filled his voice. The four
children rescued from the streets of Cedris had been like younger
siblings to him. “We must reach our focus as soon as possible.”

“I know.” Ky
erected the metal stand over the fire and hung several pots of
water on the hooks. “Do you think we can cleanse Easren?”

He patted her
head. “Doma Jandia believes we can.” He rose and lifted several
sacks from the panniers. He added dried meat and vegetables to one
and grain and fruit to a second. Kirlon and Geni joined them.

“How long
before we reach the Ruran River?” Geni asked.

“Three or four
days of long travel,” Val said.

“We’ll pass
near the site of the buried Soutren henge,” Kirlon said. “Do you
think that’s where our group will go next?”

“Maybe,” Ky
said.

Val stirred
each pot. “We won’t be that close. We’ll be on the other side of
the river and a seven day of travel from that henge. When we reach
the first bridge we’ll cross into Easren.”

Geni filled
mugs with tea. “We should leave at dawn.”

“And travel
until moonrise.” Val watched the pair of forstcats bound into the
high grass. “Will they be back before we leave?”

Ky reached for
a bowl. “One whistle and they’ll come running even if they’re
unsuccessful in their hunt.” A squeal sounded. “They have their
dinner. Tomorrow I’ll have them scare some grass hens. We’ll have a
feast.” She tasted the stew. “When we reach Easren because of the
rain we’ll have little chance to hunt.”

Val dished some
of the stew for himself. After eating he went to his sleep saque.
Tomorrow and the next few days would be long. How bad were
conditions in Easren? Soon he would learn. He yawned. He must
remind Kirlon to read the winds frequently. Not only did they need
to avoid Doms and Domas but all the people of the princedom. Until
the web of evil over the land was cleansed little could be done for
the inhabitants.

At midmorning
of the fourth day of travel Val rose in the stirrups to peer ahead.
Mist blurred the view but he could hear the rushing water of the
river. Before long the hazy outline of a bridge emerged from the
gloom. Wind-driven droplets of water bathed his face.

Ky trotted
ahead and then returned. “I hope the bridge remains solid until
we’re across.”

Val urged his
steed forward. “If a crossing here is impossible we’ll find another
way.”

“We can use our
affinities,” Ky said.

“How?”

“We’ll think of
a way.”

When they
reached the bridge Val groaned. The span had to hold until they
crossed. The banks were too steep and too far apart for the
coursers to swim. Even if they could climb down the riverbank he
couldn’t imagine using his affinity to form a clear path between
walls of water. The strong current would thwart their passage even
if all four with an affinity for Water were present.

Ky halted at
the entrance to the wooden bridge. She waved to Kirlon and Geni.
“Hurry, we must cross before the bridge collapses. If we don’t
cross here we’ll have to ride almost to the highlands before
finding a ford.”

Kirlon reached
then. “That would take us days out of the way.”

“And we’d
encounter swamps,” Geni said.

Val helped Geni
dismount. “Use your affinity for Earth and see if the bridge will
support us.”

She nodded and
strode forward to press her hands against the wood. “For now but we
must hurry. There are some missing planks and pieces of the railing
are gone. If we remain in the center we should be fine.”

Val stepped to
her side. Water washed over the boards. He gulped deep breaths of
air and reached for a calm center. “We’ll cross now and in this
order: Ky, Geni and Kirlon. I’ll go last. Ky, when you reach the
far end be prepared to control the steeds. Kirlon, see if you can
use Air in some way.”

“Will do.”

Ky grabbed the
reins of her courser. As she stepped onto the bridge the forstcats
yowled. The felines she’d raised since she found them in the forest
soon after their birth had no fear of water but they hated
remaining in the panniers.

The mist became
a steady drizzle. Geni pulled her courser onto the planks. Val used
his affinity to drive the water from the wooden surface.

Kirlon paused
at Val’s side. “Let me keep the water from the boards. See if you
can slow that mass of debris and trees from slamming into the
supports.”

Val drew a deep
breath and stared at the churning water. He focused on the raging
current. While slowing the flow he noticed Ky and Geni’s slow
progress. Ky reached a section where the railing had been swept
away. How easily she could tumble into the river and be swept away.
He wanted to shout for them to hurry and feared to startle them.
Kirlon led his courser onto the bridge.

Val began the
crossing. The boards creaked and groaned. A small tree slammed into
a support. Val gasped. His courser squealed in fear.

“Steady,” Val
urged, not only the steed but himself. He wished for Ky’s ability
to control animals. He glanced upstream. The roaring of the water
deafened him. His heart stuttered when he saw a massive oka tree
tumble toward the central support. “Ky, Geni, Kirlon, hurry.”

Val tugged on
the courser’s reins. He jumped across a gap in the boards where a
plank had washed away. The animal balked. Val jerked on the reins.
The effort he expended to restrain the tree’s progress sapped his
strength. Fear rose and added to the panic churning inside.

A gust of
wind-driven rain slapped his face. Kirlon had lost control of his
element. The slap pushed Val toward a gap in the railing. For a
brief moment he tottered there and caught his balance. His heart
pounded in heavy thuds against his chest. He moved past the broken
rail. The courser refused to move.

“Come,” he
called. The steed tossed its head and snorted. The reins slipped
from Val’s hands. He continued forward and hoped the animal would
follow. Thoughts of the supplies they would lose and the time lost
if he had to walk brought a rush of anger and a tinge of fear. They
could fail to reach their destination and leave their part in the
cleansing undone.

He looked up.
The massive tree sped toward the bridge. “Ky,” he shouted. “Control
my steed.” Had she heard him? His eyes widened. The oka would hit
the middle support. He ran.

From behind he
heard dull thuds of the courser’s hooves. He felt hot breath on his
back. With a leap he cleared the end of the bridge, staggered
several steps and fell. His breath whooshed out. The hooves of the
steed nearly clipped his head. He hugged the ground. When he tried
to raise his legs shook.

“Val.” Geni
grabbed his arm. “Get up.”

Kirlon pulled
on his other arm. The three half-ran and half-staggered to where Ky
stood with the coursers. A loud boom sounded. Val turned his head.
Born by a jet of water, pieces of wood shot upward.

When the three
reached the steeds, Geni released his arm. “We need to ride now.
The ground isn’t stable here.”

Val climbed
into the saddle. With Ky in the lead the four coursers galloped
through the rain pouring from the sullen sky. Val turned and stared
at the shattered bridge. His eyes widened in alarm. The riverbank
slid into the gorge. Great cracks appeared on the road’s
surface.

For a time they
maintained the headlong pack. Val felt his steed falter. Ky held up
her hand. The four slowed to a walk.

Pools of water
collected on either side of the road. The saturated soil could
absorb no more. Though the spring equinox had occurred several days
before, the farmers couldn’t plow or plant for the seeds would
rot.

What would
happen if he and his friends couldn’t undo the harm the Doms and
Domas had wrought? Uncertainty stained his thoughts. Ahead he saw a
cluster of houses. When Ky turned into a side lane Val released his
held breath. He had no desire to ride through a village and be
bombarded by the emotions of the people. His affinity for Water
gave him the ability to experience the emotions of others.
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Sydli groaned.
Four days after leaving the Rover’s permanent camp they had entered
Easren to find rain, rain and more rain. Shards of discontent
slashed her thoughts. Instead of going to the princedom of Easren
they could have traveled to Nortren. Though the Doma’s reasoning
made sense Sydli wanted to breeze into the palace at home. She
wanted to show her father and half-brother what she had become. She
and her friends would have Lodar begging for mercy.

“Jay, slow your
courser,” Norie snapped. “You’re splashing me.”

“Doesn’t matter
of I go fast or slow. The steed splashes even when he walks.”

"Then ride
ahead of me.” Norie’s voice rose to a shrill shout.

“Enough.” Sydli
drew a deep breath. For three of the past four days rain had been
constant. Tempers flared. Even when no rain fell humidity dampened
their skin. Yesterday they’d been forced to seek shelter when the
wind-driven gusts had been so fierce they couldn’t see the
road.

Today’s storm
brought icy needles to sting her face and arms. Who would have
thought mittens would be needed after the spring equinox? The
hooves of the coursers splashed on the mud-slick surface of the
road. She wondered if they would ever reach Easrenton and the
hidden focus.

She turned her
head to check her companions. Jay looked as though his thoughts
carried him miles away. Was he using the twin bond to speak to Ky?
When they made camp Sydli decided to ask for news of that quartet’s
progress.

Sydli sought
her twin on the bond uniting them to find Emli distracted. By what?
A picture of Toran intruded. Envy colored Sydli’s thoughts. Was
Emli thinking about pairing? Years ago they had joked about finding
twins to wed. For a moment Sydli considered Toran’s twin, Zand. She
shook her head. He was a friend. So were Rogier, Jay and the other
male members of the quartets. Perhaps those with a single affinity
had no time or taste for marriage. She pushed the idea aside. There
were too many real problems to think about marriage.

Rogier pulled
his steed even with hers. “Any idea when we’ll reach
Easrenton?”

She heard a
note of impatience in his voice. Would his temper flair like
Norie’s had? With Fire as his affinity she feared an explosion of
flames. During the training days he had set several unintended
fires before he had learned control. “I wish I knew.”

Norie edged
closer. With her affinity for Water she was drawn and repelled by
strong emotions. “Any news from the others?”

“All except for
Ash’s group are slogging toward the foci,” Sydli said.

Jay joined
them. “Ky just told me about their escape from total disaster. The
bridge over the Ruran River collapsed after they entered Easren.
Kirlon and Val used their elements to help them cross.”

Sydli frowned.
“When I touched Kirlon on the winds he didn’t mention anything but
rain and muddy roads.”

“When we camp
I’ll tell you what they did.” Jay made a face. “She was quite proud
of them.”

“Do you think
we’ll have to use our affinities to save ourselves?” Norie’s voice
filled with anxiety.

Sydli frowned.
“We might. I think you need to release the emotions you’ve been
collecting.”

Norie nodded.
“When we make camp, I will.”

Rogier’s brow
wrinkled. “We could use our affinities to make our camp site more
comfortable. I could dry the ground and Norie could push the water
aside.”

“Aren’t you
afraid using them will alert the Doms and Domas to our presence?”
Sydli asked.

“Not if you
read the winds and learn if any of the enemy are near.”

Norie pointed
to the dark clouds covering the sun. “How will we know when night
comes? I can barely see the road.”

Sydli met her
friend’s gaze. “We’ll ride until the coursers tire. Then we’ll seek
shelter.”

“Can we try
Rogier’s suggestion?”

“If it’s safe.”
Sydli prodded her courser into a walk. What would they find when
they reached Easrenton? Were their affinities strong enough to
unravel the twists the Doms and Domas had placed on the elements?
Though Doma Jandia said Dom Senet remained in the highlands Sydli
hadn’t caught a whisper of his voice on the winds since the quartet
left the keep. He could be anywhere.

She scowled.
Why hadn’t Nortren been the first of the princedoms chosen? She
knew the palace and Rogier the town. They knew nothing about
Easrenton.

With a shudder
she recalled how her half-brother had tried to kill Emli and how he
had plotted with Dom Senet. Lodar had become more important to
their father than his daughters though they had lived with him all
their lives. When the marriage to Lodar’s mother had ended Malena
had taken her son away thus removing him from consideration as the
heir. Three years later Sydli and Emli had been born.

Her hands
tightened on the reins causing the courser to shy. She loosened her
grip lest her angry thoughts continue. Why had her father been
willing to set his daughters aside for the son he hadn’t raised? He
saw nothing of Lodar’s nasty nature. Only Sydli’s affinity for Air
had saved her sister from death at his hands.

Another shudder
rolled along her spine. She had met Dom Senet, sat beside him at
dinner and felt his attempts to slide past her mental barriers. She
had used the inner ways to spy on his meeting with her
half-brother. What if the Dom had succeeded and could read her
thoughts? He could thwart the plans of the quartets and the fault
would be here.

Stop it. She
pulled her churning thoughts into a knot and focused on the
road.

Mile after mile
they slogged. At what her stomach told her was midday they paused
beneath a willah tree near what had been a brook. Uprooted trees
had formed a dam and instead of a brook she saw a pond.

After
remounting she continued until they found what had been a
shepherd’s hut. The attached cote provided a shelter for the
steeds.

Once inside the
hut they discovered the thatch leaked. Several inches of water
puddled on the floor. After Sydli read the winds Norie used her
affinity to draw the water outside. Rogier called fire to dry and
harden the mud. He drew the heat into his sword to warm water for
their evening meal. Sydli cooled the steamy atmosphere and played
the hiding song to conceal their presence. Jay pitched the tent in
the rear of the hut.

Sydli filled a
bowl with stew and joined the others in the tent where the random
drip of water on the oil-treated canvas made a melody. Hisses
sounded when drops hit the fire. She studied her companions. “When
we reach Easrenton we’ll need a place to stay until the other
groups are in place.”

Rogier looked
up. “No inn.”

“Why not?”
Norie asked.

“Doms and
Domas.” Rogier scraped his bowl. “If they learn of our presence
they’ll tell Dom Senet and try to stop us.”

Jay leaned
forward. “Any ideas about where to stay?”

Rogier grinned.
“I don’t know Eastenton but I know towns. We can find shelter in
the poor section. There are always empty houses there. At least
there were in Norden.”

“I think we
should find a way into the palace,” Sydli said.

“Why?” Jay
asked.

“To discover a
way to rid the princedom of Mandir. If he remains at the palace
Marli will be in danger.”

Norie shook her
head. “How can we enter in secret? I’ve no desire to announce
myself.”

Jay looked up.
“In Cedris the palace had secret passages and inner rooms.”

“So did the
Norden palace,” Sydli said.

“Then we search
for them,” Rogier said. “Could that be where the focus lies?”

Norie refilled
her bowl. “We’ll have to wait for our stones to show the way. Bran
thinks we must be at the focus when the time to break the web
arrives.”

Sydli nodded.
“I agree but we can’t worry until we reach the town.” She cleaned
her bowl and retreated to her sleep saque. She considered seeking
Emli but another rebuff would hurt. Instead she randomly searched
the winds. The voices she heard caused her to listen carefully to
the speakers.

Why Easrenton?
The voice snapped like burning wood.

A second
speaker babbled like rushing water. To argue with the oldies there.
I hate that. Just because they have all four elements doesn’t mean
they’re better than we are. Our lord and master should summon them
himself.

The third voice
rose like a blast of icy wind. He’s afraid that Doma will hear him.
Remember those three boys who came with her to the training place.
When they escaped we were blamed and punished.

None of them
had Air. The deep voice insisted. Remember how Dom Manton shook
with fear when we returned without them.

I do. The windy
voice blew hot. After we send the Doms and Domas from the four
princedoms what will we do?

Laughter
flared. We find a way to free ourselves from his rule. Then each of
us will claim a princedom. No one can defeat us.

Sydli gasped.
Jay, Rogier and Norie popped into the tent. “Are we in danger?” Jay
asked.

Sydli shook her
head. “I heard four voices on the winds. I think they belong to a
quartet sworn to Dom Senet.” She related what she’d heard.

Jay leaned
forward. “I know them. They’re halflings. The Dom controls them.
Zand, Bran and I fought then. They don’t believe girls can have
affinities. One of them is the Dom’s son and Geni’s twin.”

Rogier grasped
the hilt of his sword. “Can he reach her through the twin
bond?”

Jay shook his
head. “Doma Jandia closed the link and only Geni can open it.”

“What about Dom
Senet?” Norie asked. “As her father there must be some
connection.”

“He has no idea
she exists. On the day her mother gave birth the son came first.
The Dom took the boy before Geni was born.” Jay moved to his sleep
saque. “We should sleep. We’ve another long dreary day of travel
tomorrow.”

The next
morning when they left the hut Sydli’s thoughts were as gloomy as
the weather. How much longer must they slog before they reached
their goal and discovered a way to stop the rains?

“Help!”

Rogier’s cry
pulled her from her reverie. She stared at the road ahead. He had
vanished. Cautiously she edged her courser forward. Then she saw
him climb from a hole in the road. “Jay, Norie, come quickly.” She
reached Rogier. “What happened?”

“Sinkhole, full
of water. Courser trapped.”

“Is he
injured?”

Rogier
shrugged. “Won’t know until we get him out. The problem is figuring
how.”

Jay and Norie
arrived and dismounted. Jay walked to the edge of the pit. Several
clumps of mud fell and sent spouts of water into the air. The
courser’s squeal of terror hurt her ears.

Jay looked up.
“Calm him. I have an idea that might work.”

Sydli watched
Rogier’s brow wrinkle as though in concentration. The courser
quieted. “What should I do?” she asked.

“Stand by to
lend your strength if I need it.” Jay turned to Norie. “I’m going
to shape the soil into a ramp. Draw water from the earth so the
surface will be firm."

“Ah,” she
sighed. “Then Rogier can lead him out.”

Sydli watched
as the hole enlarged, not deeper but one side slanted toward the
road like a ramp. Once the path seemed solid Rogier entered the
hole. He placed a hand on the courser’s neck. The steed began the
slow climb upward. When Rogier and the animal reached the road she
released the breath she held. Muddy water poured from the panniers.
Would they lose the supplies and the courser?

Norie knelt and
sluiced mud from the courser’s legs. She ran her hands along each
leg. “The water must have buoyed him and prevented any breaks. I’ve
reduced the swelling and I need to wrap his legs.”

Jay brought her
strips of linen. Rogier removed the panniers and used heat from his
sword to dry the contents. “Looks like I’ll walk.”

“Just today,”
Norie said.

Sydli frowned.
Another delay. “We’ll make camp as soon as we find a place.” She
turned to Jay. “Ride ahead and check the road for more
weaknesses.”
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For a seven day
Mikel and his companions had crossed the plains traveling from dawn
until dusk. Though their journey to the lake in the center of
Easren wasn’t the longest the sooner they reached the site the more
time they would have for Bran to examine the remains of the drowned
henge for clues about how Dom Senet and his underlings had warped
the elements.

Mikel drew a
deep breath and stared at the rushing water marking the border
between the plains and Easren. He turned to his companions. “Today
we cross into Easren.” He stared at the torrential rain on the
other side.

Dyna nodded.
“We can cross here. The rock bed is solid and there’s not much
mud.”

“Water’s about
three or four feet deep,” Bran said.

“Then we go,”
Mikel said.

“Let me take
the lead.” Tamlia met his gaze. “If there is trouble I can use my
ability to control the coursers.” She urged her steed into the
water.

Mikel and Dyna
followed. When they reached the midpoint Mikel turned his head to
watch Bran’s slow progress. He seemed to have difficulty
controlling his mount. Mikel reached the opposite bank. He heard a
shout and jerked around. Bran’s courser shied. Bran tumbled into
the chill water. Mikel jumped from his mount and pulled Bran to
shore. Tamlia raced her courser after Bran’s.

“What
happened?” Dyna asked.

“Something in
the water startled him.” Bran bent over and coughed.

Tamlia returned
with Bran’s steed. Streams of water ran from the panniers. “We need
a place to build a fire.”

Mikel moved
through the misting rain. He mounted his courser and quickly read
the winds. “Not here. There’s a group of Doms and Domas headed this
way. If we’re quick they won’t see us.”

Bran grasped
the reins of his steed and pulled himself into the saddle. “Which
way do we go?”

Mikel pointed
east. “Will you be all right?”

“I’ll have to
be. Once we’re safely away we can look for shelter.”

Hours of riding
through the rain that changed from light to heavy wind-driven gusts
of chill air passed before they found a sagging barn for their
camp. Tamlia kindled a fire from broken pieces of wood from the
stalls. Bran’s panniers were unloaded. Using his affinity he pulled
water from the clothing and food sacks. Tamlia added heat from her
flame sword to dry them.

Mikel drew a
deep breath and opened himself to the winds. After scenting the
vicinity and finding only a farm family worried about the weather
and the need to use their seed grain as food, he closed the link
and directed his quest to find the others with his affinity. All
except Ash’s group experienced the miserable weather and had little
to report. Mikel felt a sharp stab at the edge of his thoughts and
slammed his barriers tight. Could this be the seeker Ash had
mentioned? Had Dom Senet stumbled on the search? Mikel had no
desire for that one to gain an inkling of the plans.

In the morning
under a pewter sky they left the barn and rode for several hours. A
roll of thunder caused Mikel’s courser to rear. He gripped the
reins and brought his steed under control.

Bran pointed at
the sky. “We’re in for a downpour. We need shelter.” He
sneezed.

“Ahead,” Dyna
said. “There’s a cave large enough for us and the steeds.”

“Lead the way.”
Tamlia shouted above the booming thunder.

Before they
reached the cave the storm arrived and thoroughly soaked them.
Fortunately Tamlia was able to start a fire using some black rock
Dyna found. The smoke sent Bran into a fit of coughing. He
retreated to sit near the cave mouth.

The quartet
remained in the cave for the remainder of the day. Mikel watched
the storm’s fury build. A small stream of water flowed through the
mouth but by using rocks Dyna turned the flow from the fire. By
morning the rain ceased but clouds remained to darken the sky.

For three days
they followed a narrow road. Mikel worried about Bran. His friend
was quieter than usual. Though Bran tried to hide the deep coughs
that exploded with growing frequency he failed. Mikel feared his
companion was ill. What would they do if he was too sick to aid the
quartet in healing Easren? Mikel believed Bran’s aid was essential
to the process.

At the end of a
seven day after entering Easren, Mikel paused his steed at the top
of a rolling hill. Ahead he saw water. Beneath the leaden sky the
lake appeared dark gray. Was that their destination? He glanced at
the sky. Were those birds circling under the clouds? The shapes
plunged toward the lake. “Look, there’s a dark and a light
bird.”

Bran laughed
and waved. “The henge is there. We must follow the birds to the
site of what was the Easren henge. The lake is larger than I
remember.” He gasped for breath and covered his mouth to muffle a
cough.

Mikel frowned.
“Can I help you?”

“I’ll be fine.
Let’s ride.”

By late
afternoon they neared the body of water. A gray stone rose from the
lake’s center. “What’s that?” Mikel asked.

“The remainder
of the henge that was.” Bran coughed until his face turned scarlet
and he gasped for air.

Mikel rode to
his side. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

Bran shook his
head. “Not. Throat hurts.”

Mikel gestured
to Tamlia and Dyna. “We need to find shelter.” He pointed to the
distant trees. “Do you think there?”

Tamlia urged
her courser closer to Bran. “Are you sure this is where we should
be?”

He nodded.
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