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Prologue
I was travelling through the Southern Desert to visit my relatives in the Argodah Valley: my youngest
cousin was getting married, and they wanted me there for the celebration. The Southern Desert is never
travelled lightly, at least not by those who wish to continue living... it's a barren, hostile blot on an
otherwise nurturing continent, feared for its shifting dunes and venomous beasts. Nevertheless, I felt
well-prepared for the journey, with my trusty bow and an ample supply of antidotes.
Perhaps the desert simply took offense to my passage that day, because in the midst of my journey, it
threw the one obstacle in my path that I hadn't expected, and was not prepared to handle: a sandstorm.
The desert's airborne fury blasted across that arid landscape without warning, and in seconds I'd been
forced off the road. As I stumbled blindly, I was quickly overwhelmed by the gritty air, unable to draw a
breath without choking. I hastily removed my cloak and wrapped it across my face. In doing so, I
exposed my arms to an unrelenting sting of sand, but at least I could breathe again. If I couldn't find my
way back to the road, however, I wouldn't stand a chance of survival. I got my bearings as best as I could
in that howling storm, and began trudging back to the road.
Without warning, however, the ground beneath my feet gave way. I had just enough time for an
alarmed bellow, and then I found myself tumbling blindly down the face of a massive dune for what
seemed like an eternity. When I finally stopped rolling, I'd completely lost my sense of direction. I also
realized, to my horror, that I’d lost my cloak during the fall. Despairing of survival, I crawled blindly on
my hands and knees, eyes screwed shut against the driving sands, hoping against hope that I'd at least
encounter some feature of terrain to shelter behind.
Just as my senses were becoming delirious, I felt myself seized by the arm. I tried to resist the grip, but
my struggles in the sandstorm had completely drained my strength. Even as the grip compelled me to
turn left, my limbs finally gave out, and I collapsed in the sand. Distantly, I felt myself being picked up
and carried over someone's back. For a brief time, I felt the vague impression of confident, deliberate
steps across the sand, but darkness soon took me.
I regained consciousness in a cave of sorts, protected from the furious elements outside. A fire had been
lit, and a deep pot of stew was simmering over it. That stew was being tended by the most remarkable
young woman I've ever seen: tall and wiry, yet unmistakably feminine. Her fiery hair fell across her
shoulders, and it was kept out of her expressive face by a blue headband. Her body was clad in brilliant
red armor that was both functional and elegant in appearance. She seemed equal parts strength and
beauty: a true heroine, if ever there was one!
I caught her eye, and she turned at once to face me. I gathered my wits. “Hello,” I managed, “Did you
rescue me from that storm?” With some dismay, I realized that my voice was much hoarser than
normal. This was probably due to the large quantities of sand I’d swallowed earlier.
The young woman’s eyebrows lifted quizzically, and she greeted me in a voice that was both reassuring
and wry. It echoed sweetly around the cavern walls, and I was so enchanted that it took me several
seconds to realize that I didn't understand a word she had spoken.
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“What’s your name?” I asked, gesturing in her direction. She tilted her head, but didn’t respond, so I
pointed back at myself. “I’m Arman. Arman Wells.”
She smiled at that, but after exchanging a few more words, it became clear that we spoke different
languages. The woman shrugged her shoulders sympathetically, and then offered me a bowl of the
stew.
“Thank you,” I ventured, with a tentative smile. Hopefully, my gratitude would still come across, even if
the words did not. She nodded politely in my direction, and then gestured again at the stew. Okay,
understood: it was dinnertime.
Exhausted as I was from my struggles in the desert, I quickly set into the stew. However, all I could think
of was my rescuer. Who was this damsel that had pulled me out of the frying pan? Where did she come
from? Was this desert cavern her home, or was she a traveller, too? I wanted to know everything about
this girl, and yet without a common language, I didn't see how that could be possible. As for the heroine
herself, she continued to tend the stew, smiling at my quizzical glances but making no further efforts to
engage in conversation.
Having eaten my fill of the stew, I rested with my back against the cavern wall, full and content. Even as I
settled, the woman began to sing. It was a soft melody, almost haunting in its beauty. I didn't
understand the words, but I found myself picturing some ancient tale of heroics, romance, and tragedy:
people and places which had passed away so long ago, even the very stones had forgotten it. The
firelight flickered against the cavern walls, making the scene even more surreal. The woman's singing
softened further, and every clear note seemed to linger in the cavern and calm the very core of my
being. It was a perfect moment... perhaps too perfect for my mind to handle. Whether it was the
physical comfort of the stew and shelter, or the emotional comfort of my beautiful rescuer and her
sweet voice, I fell asleep.
The moment I awoke, I knew she was gone: the cavern felt as though it had lost something. Yesterday, it
was an unearthly and almost magical refuge from a world gone mad. Today, it was simply a shelter from
the desert: useful, but mundane. Even the sandstorm had subsided as though it never happened. And
yet I hadn't imagined the encounter: my rescuer had left behind ample provisions, and even a crude
map of how to return to the road. I will confess that I lingered in that cavern for several days, hoping
that she would return. Eventually, though, I had no choice but to take my remaining provisions and
strike out for my original destination.
I left the desert alive, but changed: it is a wondrous thing to discover new beauty, but it is equally
terrible to lose it. I suppose some men would find themselves wishing the whole thing had never
happened, so that they could be spared their feelings of loss. Other men might be willing to accept the
situation as a beautiful memory: something bitter-sweet, never to be regretted or repeated.
I am neither.
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As soon as my cousin's wedding celebration is complete, I will travel again into the desert, to see if I can
find my heroine. It's possible that another dangerous journey could be my undoing. It's possible that I
will never find her again. But then again, I just might... and that alone is reason enough to justify trying.
My heroine rescued me out of the frying pan, but to meet her again, I would journey into the very heart
of the fire.

Page 6 of 76

Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona

Part I: Haystacks and a Needle
Arrival in the Valley
If I’d missed my cousin’s wedding, I’m certain that Aunt Mella would have mentioned it at every family
gathering for the rest of her days. Please don’t misunderstand me: my aunt is a very kind and nurturing
sort of person. However, she’s also the sort of person who maintains a very small repertoire of
anecdotes, and she doesn’t hesitate to reuse them.
Fortunately, I’d begun my journey more than a week earlier than necessary, so my schedule was able to
absorb that fateful detour in the desert. The only downside was that I missed the chance to spend
several days catching up with my relatives, which is why I’d left early in the first place. I can’t help
feeling guilty about that, because these opportunities don’t come up as often as they used to: it’s been
at least two years since I visited the Argodah Valley. Still, I’m grateful that I didn’t miss my cousin’s
special day.
The wedding itself was beautiful and happy, in a delightfully unremarkable way. It was nothing more or
less than a large reunion of family and friends, coupled with the special purpose of uniting a happy
young couple. The homestead had been decorated with banners and all manner of wildflowers, which
had long been a favorite of my cousin. The guests dined, reminisced about old times, and congratulated
the newlyweds. I’ll admit that my recent experience in the desert had put me in a romantic frame of
mind, which is probably why this wedding made a stronger impression on me than normal.
As for the bride and groom, my cousin Celia was looking her best that day. She smiled radiantly, dressed
in the elegant flower-shaped gown that was customary in this region, and sporting a hairstyle that her
sisters had undoubtedly spent hours perfecting. I’d always remembered Celia as the life of the party, but
today she only had eyes for her groom: the two were plainly inseparable. The groom’s name was
Charles, and to be honest, I really didn’t know him that well. However, we did have a mutual friend:
Jason Pella. From past conversations with Jason, I’d gathered that Charles was a serious and hardworking fellow, and that was enough to satisfy any idle curiosity on my part.
That reminded me: where was Jason, anyway? He usually shied away from crowds, so I’d probably find
him somewhere in the party’s periphery regions... no doubt performing some necessary task which
excused him from the largest concentration of people. I began asking around: sure enough, one of my
uncles believed that Jason had gone to the well, to draw more water for the party. Same old Jason. I
could hardly wait to tell him about my encounter in the desert. Jason always prided himself in being
more practical than me, and this latest development would surely give him all the proof he’d ever need.
Before I could head for the well, however, I was distracted by a mild commotion near the homestead’s
entrance. A horse-drawn carriage was arriving. I vaguely recognized the driver, a man from a family farm
several miles away. I could immediately see that something was wrong: the man’s expression could have
been chiselled from stone. He was greeted by a small, worried entourage, led by Aunt Mella.
“Jeff, what happened?” She asked, “We were expecting you hours ago.”
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“Bandits.” He replied grimly. “They ambushed us near a blind corner, and one of them had a bow
pointed right at my face.”
Aunt Mella paled. “Is everyone all right?”
Jeff’s expression relaxed just a little. Probably, it had dawned on him that things could be worse. “Yeah...
Beth and the kids are fine. But those fiends took everything we had. We’ve lost the gift we were
bringing, and even our provisions for the trip home.”
Aunt Mella gave him a hug. “Never mind the gift. We’re just glad that everyone’s safe! Why don’t you
take your family inside the house, and get cleaned up? I’ll make sure we keep some leftovers to send
home with you.”
Jeff nodded thankfully, and began herding his slightly shaken family toward the house. Aunt Mella shook
her head in dismay, and noticed me looking on. “These bandit attacks are getting worse all the time,
Arman,” she observed somberly, “Sometimes I wonder what this land’s coming to. Now, you’ll have to
excuse me: I need to get the dancing started again, before Celia’s guests get too gloomy from all this.”
And off she went, a hostess on a mission.
I decided to look for Jason: I still had to tell him about my experience in the desert. I wouldn’t mind
hearing his thoughts on the bandit problem, either... it was something new to the Argodah Valley, and
that worried me.

A Friend in Need
I found Jason drawing water from the well. We still considered one another as close friends: my family
had lived in the Argodah Valley for much of my childhood, and Jason played a prominent role in most of
the stories I remembered here. I doubt there’s a river or valley within a day’s journey that we hadn’t
explored. After my family moved north, we didn’t keep in touch very well... but that was mostly because
the letter delivery service was discontinued several months later. It was just another reminder that our
land was in a decline.
Our land’s regression was obviously on Jason’s mind, too, because it was the topic he chose to open
with when he caught sight of me approaching. “Look at us, Arman,” he grunted, as he worked the well’s
pulley to hoist a water-laden bucket up from the depths, “One hundred years ago, there was talk of
inducing electric current in wires. People couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow would bring. And look
what we’ve come to.” He punctuated his statement by dropping the bucket heavily on the broad stone
rim of the well.
Most of our conversations began this way, without any preamble or common pleasantries. I found
myself chuckling at his dramatic opening statement. “Jason, you weren’t even around one hundred
years ago. But if our backward ways trouble you so much, then why don’t you figure out the electric
current thing for yourself?”
Jason grinned. “What makes you think I haven’t tried? Not that I ever got anywhere with it... maybe it
nothing more than talk. Anyway, how’s the family?”
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I reflected. “Mom and Dad are doing just fine. They love the city, and they’re making enough money to
cut back on their hours. Nick and Rose are growing like weeds: Rose is already helping out in the meat
shop, and by next year, Nick will probably help me hunt.”
Jason grunted. “It’s a shame you couldn’t lend your bow down here for a while, Arman. This bandit thing
has really gotten out of control. My family’s lost a lot of livestock from their stupid raids.”
“What’s happened down here, anyway?” I asked. “Bandits used to be a frontier problem. I’ve never
heard of them attacking this close to civilization.”
Jason shrugged helplessly. “Honestly, we have no idea what’s going on. All we know is that the bandits
have really stepped up their game, especially in the last year or so. They’ll raid a farm or rob a traveller,
and then disappear again before anyone can fight back.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Actually,
I’m surprised that you didn’t run into any trouble near the desert. They seem to like that area.”
I couldn’t keep the foolish grin off my face. “I ran into trouble in the desert, all right... it just wasn’t
bandits.” I brought Jason up to speed on what had happened during my journey, and my resolution to
find the girl who’d rescued me. As I’d expected, Jason was unimpressed.
“You’re nuts. You have no idea who this girl is, or where she came from. Finding her will be like looking
for a needle in a haystack. And charging back into the desert to find her is the dumbest idea of all.”
I chuckled. “You had to be there, Jason.”
Jason rolled his eyes. “Look, I think it’s great that someone’s finally caught your eye. But you have to
admit how impossible this whole thing is. What are you going to do? Wander aimlessly and hope that
you run into her?” He paused, suddenly struck with an idea. Quick thinking was one of Jason’s
specialities: there’s no denying that he was an accomplished complainer, but he could often arrive at a
solution before he’d even finished his initial objections. I waited expectantly for Jason to continue.
“Okay, how about this? If you’re going to go on a wild goose chase, at least do it somewhere where the
environment isn’t actively trying to kill you. Check out the villages that border the Southern Desert:
wherever your dream girl was going, she might have passed through one of them.”
“Sounds like a plan!” I grinned. “Thanks for the idea, Jason!”
“And one more thing,” he added, “I’m coming with you.”
This wasn’t entirely unexpected. Jason’s taste for adventure came and went with the seasons: if this had
been autumn, Jason would have been buried in work at the family farm, struggling to bring in the
harvest before the first frosts hit. During the summer, however, he was practically idle, and always
looking for something to do.
Jason’s help would be greatly appreciated, especially if the bandit threat was as serious as everyone said
it was. Even so, I couldn’t resist a light barb. “I can’t promise she has a sister.”
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Jason scoffed. “Never mind that! Just promise me this odyssey of yours will have reasonable limits: you
can’t spend the rest of your life chasing an apparition, you know.”
I nodded. “I understand. If we haven’t found her by harvest time, you’re free to head back.” Of course,
this wasn’t even close to what Jason had asked me to promise, and he knew it. Jason didn’t reply, but
the ironic arch of his eyebrow said it all: You’ve got it bad, Arman.
And I did.

Inquiries at Harstead
The next morning, I dispatched a messenger back to my home, to inform my family that I’d be absent for
at least a few months. I wasn’t worried about the impact this might have on the family business: we had
several hunters working for us, and even in the worst case scenario, father could simply press my
brother Nick into service a little sooner. With that taken care of, I set out with Jason on my quest to find
the girl from the desert.
Our first stop was Harstead, a small town just half a day’s journey from my Aunt’s house. I remembered
Harstead well: despite its small size, it was a well-travelled hub for commerce, and it usually offered a
good selection of wares from distant lands. More importantly, it was close enough that farm families
could send their children there to run errands. Being sent there for one’s first errand was considered a
rite of passage.
I remember my first errand to Harstead quite vividly: I was sent with Jason (also on his first errand), and
we were instructed to purchase farming supplies for our respective families. Instead, we pooled our
money together and purchased a rare turtle, whose shell was supposed to glow in the dark. For the
record: the shell did, in fact, glow in the dark. This greatly consoled us when we were inevitably caught
and punished by our parents, for spending hard-earned money on something as frivolous as a glow-inthe-dark turtle. After some heated discussions and a fruitless search for the merchant who sold him to
us, the turtle became a permanent resident at Jason’s farmstead. I also feel moved to point out that
both families grew very fond of the turtle, although it was several months before we were trusted with
money again.
But getting back to Harstead: upon arriving at the town’s threshold, I was pleased to see that the town
was essentially the same as I remembered it. The original streets had been built more than twice as
wide as you’d normally find elsewhere, almost as if its founders had anticipated the need to
accommodate so many travelling merchants and elaborate display tables. The result was an open bazaar
which encompassed the entire town. The streets today were a little less crowded than they’d been in
years past, but even so, there were more than enough merchants and customers to keep business
booming. I smiled to myself, relieved that the recent bandit problems hadn’t yet extinguished this
commercial wonder of the southern world.
Jason seemed to read my thoughts. “The bandits don’t directly attack towns like this,” he explained,
“There’s just too many people to make it worth the risk. They’ll cheerfully rob a departing customer,
though, once they’re too far away to call for help.”
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“That’s despicable!” I exclaimed. Jason nodded grimly. “Yeah, and they’re smart about it, too: they’re
careful not to rob the same area too often. They know that if business dries up, they’ll lose their easy
pickings. Anyway, let’s stay focused: how do you want to do this?”
I looked thoughtful. “Let’s split up, and just ask around. We’re looking for a red-haired girl, wearing red
armor and a blue headband... surely, that should help identify her!”
Jason smirked. “Sure, unless she brought a change of clothes.” He glanced in the sun’s direction, careful
not to look at it directly. “We’ve got at least four hours until everyone heads home for supper. Want to
meet in the town square after that?” I agreed to this, and we went our separate ways.
I won’t keep you in suspense: it was a tedious and disappointing four hours. No one I asked had even
seen an armor-clad girl, let alone one with fiery hair or a blue headband. I received a plethora of shrugs,
blank stares, and even some strange looks, but not a single lead. It really got me down, too. By the end, I
even would have welcomed a false report from some misguided person attempting to be helpful. That,
at least, would have given me something to talk about. But to have nothing is... well, nothing.
I guess Jason noticed the look on my face when I trudged into the town square, because he swallowed
the wisecrack he’d doubtlessly been crafting in his mind. “I didn’t get anything,” he admitted, “How
about you?”
“Nothing.” I replied, sitting heavily at an abandoned merchant’s table. “Not even a rumor.”
Let no one say that Jason was incapable of sensitivity. “Listen, I know how disappointing this must be. I’ll
bet that in spite of yourself, you were secretly hoping against hope that you’d find some clue in the first
town you looked.”
I nodded grudgingly, feeling somewhat foolish. Of course, Jason was right: I’d wanted to find her right
away. I wasn’t even a full day into my search, and I’d already managed to lost sight of just how huge an
undertaking this might be.
Jason’s next words surprised me. “Well, you’re not giving up, are you? I mean, do you want to find this
mystery girl or not?”
That galvanized me a little. “Well, yes. Of course I do!”
Jason looked relieved. “You had me worried there for a minute, Arman. You didn’t used to get
discouraged so easily. I think city living’s made you soft.”
I balked at that. “I’m not soft! Bring on the next town!”
Jason grinned. “That’s more like it! I think we should try Bilford next... it’s a bigger town, and it’s not
such a blatant commercial center. People there will be more likely to notice a stranger passing through.”
I shook off my bad mood, and resolved to do better for myself at our next destination. Perhaps I’d also
catch something for supper as we travelled: I was supposed to be the resourceful, optimistic one, and so
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far Jason had shown me up rather badly... although to be fair, I was much more invested in this
journey’s outcome than he was.

An Encounter on the Road
I had some reservations about travelling by night... after all, wasn’t this region supposed to be in the grip
of a bandit crisis? However, Jason assured me that the bandits were primarily interested in profit: as a
pair of wanderers carrying nothing of value, we were very low-priority targets. I was willing to accept
that. Besides, it had already been a week since I’d met the girl in the desert, and our search would only
become more difficult as her trail cooled. If Jason thought it was safe to travel at night, then it was
worth the extra effort to reach the next town quickly. Little did I realize how soon Jason’s assurances
would be put to the test.
There was some sunlight left when we set out for Bilford, so I took the opportunity to shoot a couple of
medium-sized birds with my bow. We cooked and ate the birds over a small fire. Jason also found a fruit
tree a short distance away, so we were feeling pretty full and content by the time we doused the fire,
and prepared for our nighttime march. The path itself was very pleasant: the Argodah Valley was broad
and carpeted with rolling, grassy hills. It was also dotted with many small forests and groves. The night
air was pleasant, and we conversed as we walked: Jason and I still had plenty of anecdotes and
observations to catch up on from the past two years. After a time, I completely forgot about the
possibility of meeting bandits on the road.
It was roughly an hour after midnight when it happened: off in the distance, I spotted a lone person on
the path, walking steadily in our direction. “Jason,” I muttered, “Up ahead. Bandit?” We slowed our pace
just slightly, as Jason squinted into the darkness. The moon was almost full that night, so it cast a pretty
reasonable spotlight on the darkened landscape: if you looked carefully, you could even see the pale
shadows cast by the moon’s muted illumination. Tense moments passed, and Jason finally gave a
minute head nod. “Probably. Keep walking.”
My heart began to beat faster. Although I was a hunter by trade, I had no experience with dangerous
people, and I found myself unprepared for this encounter. The distant person gradually drew closer, and
resolved itself into a burly, shabbily-dressed man. Several weapons dangled from his belt, including a
sinister-looking dagger. “Don’t stare at him, and don’t make eye contact,” muttered Jason. “Just keep
walking, and ignore him if he brushes past you or something. Don’t let him goad you into a fight.”
“I wasn’t planning to,” I muttered back, and then we were out of time for conferencing. The man was
now close enough that he might overhear anything else. I maintained my pace exactly, staring stonily at
the path ahead, determined not to lose my nerve. Jason knows what he’s doing. I told myself, as the
heavy footsteps drew close. Jason’s lived in this area his whole life, and he’s probably done this before.
Just do what he says. Keep walking. Don’t make eye contact. Keep walking. Don’t react. You have no
business with this man, and he has no business with you. We aren’t carrying anything valuable. Just keep
walking...
I could now hear the bandit’s weapons clinking against each other on his belt. The sound almost drew
my eyes involuntarily to his dagger, but I fought the urge and stayed focused on the path ahead. How
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was I supposed to look casual and unconcerned, when I was operating under such a rigid set of
behavioral rules? With frightening rapidity, the bandit drew even with us. I braced myself mentally, but I
was still unprepared when the bandit pushed me roughly aside on his way past. Inside, my temper
blazed – that arrogant cur! – but I choked down the challenge that rose in my throat, recovered my
footing, and continued walking as though nothing had happened. My temper continued to stew away
inside, so I contented myself with a brief fantasy of growing twenty feet fall, and then sending the
bandit flying across the field with a single nonchalant flick. I felt much better after that.
I risked a glance behind us. The bandit was already a significant distance away, and would soon be out of
sight. More importantly, no one was hurt. “You handled that pretty well,” remarked Jason, “For a
minute there, I wondered if you were going to snipe him from behind with your bow.”
“This bow’s for getting food,” I replied, “I don’t use it to shoot people. But speaking of bandits, Jason...
that had to be the most arrogant, self-assured outlaw I’ve ever seen. He was walking down that path like
he owned the place.”
“They do own the place,” said Jason bluntly, “At some point, they realized that no one around here can
do much to stop them.”
“But... but it’s criminal for them to just strut around like this, robbing anyone they like!” I protested.
“Can’t anything be done?”
“What are we supposed to do, Arman?” asked Jason patiently, “We can’t send guards with every
traveller, or put a full-time watch on every storage shed: nobody has the manpower for that. The
initiative is completely on the bandit’s side: all they have to do is roam the countryside, looking for
opportune targets. They’ll always find something.”
I reflected on this for a moment. “Do you think the bandits cooperate with each other?”
Jason shook his head doubtfully. “I’ve wondered that too, but I’m not sure it adds up. These are the
dregs and scum of society: I can’t see any of them masterminding a wide scale bandit uprising.” He
sighed. “Honestly, maybe it’s just our declining society. Things might be different if we still had a king:
that would at least keep things together.”
I frowned. My memories from history class were a little vague, but... “I thought the king’s line of
succession is what caused the civil war in the first place.”
Jason shrugged. “Well, the current situation definitely isn’t working out for us. Anyway, it won’t be your
problem for much longer. The further we get from the Argodah Valley, the fewer bandits you’ll see.”
A thought occurred to me. “Why are you helping me search for some girl I met in the desert, anyway?
Compared to what you’re dealing with, isn’t my whole quest sort of... frivolous?”
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Jason shook his head, smiling. “The bandit problem is a big, unsolvable mess, Arman... but we’ll get
through it somehow. For the moment, it’s just nice to be caught up in something small and fun for a
change.”
I nodded, grateful again for Jason’s assistance. At the horizon, the distant glow of an imminent new day
illuminated our next destination: the town of Bilford. Perhaps we’d find a clue there.

Discovery at Bilford
I’d only visited Bilford a handful of times in the past, even though it was just a day and a half from my
old home in this region. The fact is, Bilford had little to offer us which couldn’t be found more
conveniently in Harstead. Perhaps as a result of this, Bilford had a very self-sufficient and inward-looking
policy. The space outside the city walls was maximized for high-yield crops, and the surrounding hillside
was extensively quarried for stone and common metals. A nearby forest was selectively farmed to
provide wood, and the trees in town were specially chosen based on their fruit-growing season. The
town even maintained its own garrison, which made it the only local town I knew of with a regulated
defense force. This marvel was only slightly diminished by the fact that the garrison rarely consisted of
more than a dozen soldiers. Bilford was practically its own state, seeking its own interests first and
asking nothing from other towns.
An interesting side-effect of this self-sufficiency was the attitude that Bilford’s inhabitants displayed
toward visitors. It would be unfair to call them isolationists: their town gates were open to visitors all
day, every day. Even so, when you walked down their streets, you could never shake the impression that
you didn’t quite belong there. The “us and them” undercurrent was nearly tangible, even though you
could never quite put your finger on a definite source. I suspect that this attitude sometimes
discouraged outside business... which, of course, only served to vindicate Bilford’s inward-looking policy.
Today, however, that inward-looking attitude was a point in our favor. Every visitor passing through
these streets would undoubtedly be noticed. And if one of those visitors had been that striking girl from
the desert, there was a very good chance that someone in Bilford would still remember her. Just as
before, Jason and I agreed to meet in the town square after several hours, and split up. And just as
before, nobody I spoke to had seen my rescuer from the desert. Fortunately, by now I had steeled
myself for a long and patient search, so I was better prepared for the lack of results.
It was close to noon when the miracle happened. I had just finished questioning a group of
metalworkers when Jason came running up to me, breathless and flushed. “Arman,” he gasped,
gesturing wildly in the direction he’d come from, “This way... someone’s seen her!” In rapid succession,
my mind shifted to surprise, euphoria, suspicion, and finally eagerness. “Lead the way!” I shouted. I
hardly dared to believe the good news, for fear of disappointment... even so, at that point, I truly believe
I would have followed Jason into a burning building.
Our bearer of good news turned out to be a middle-aged farmer, who was busy tending his crops. Jason,
still out of breath, managed to gasp: “Here he is, sir! Please continue.”
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The farmer nodded curtly. “It was probably a week ago. I was tending my field, not far from this very
spot, when I happened to see a girl in red armor. She was walking on the path over there.” He pointed
to an overgrown path leading off to the west, away from the town. “I didn’t notice which direction she
came from, but that’s definitely the way she went.”
“Did she have red hair?” I asked eagerly.
“Yeah, and she was wearing a blue hairband,” replied the farmer with a smile. “Your friend here’s
already asked about that. She was a pretty girl, too, if you don’t mind my saying so.”
“Not at all,” I replied, trying unsuccessfully to suppress the foolish grin that had spread across my face.
“Just one more question, if you don’t mind: do you have any idea where she might have been going on
that path?”
The farmer scratched his head. “There isn’t much out that way. You can see for yourself that we don’t
put a lot of effort into maintaining the path, even close to town. I guess she could have been heading for
Merkain: that’s a tiny settlement about a day from here, and it’s along the same path.”
“Thank you, sir!” I replied, “This has been a huge help! I hope you get a bumper crop this year.”
The farmer chuckled at that, but his face turned serious for a moment. “This girl’s a friend of yours?”
Jason gestured in my direction with a smirk. “He hopes so.”
I resisted the urge to smack Jason upside the head. “I don’t even know her name,” I explained, “But she
rescued me in the Southern Desert. I was really hoping to thank her in person.”
“Ah, I see,” said the farmer gravely, “Well, then there’s something else you’ll probably want to know.
The whole time I saw this girl, she kept looking around, and glancing behind her. The one time she
glanced back, I got a good look at her face... and she looked worried. If you ask me, she was scared of
something.”
My heart nearly stopped. Here was an entirely new complication: it had never even occurred to me that
she might be in danger. The farmer saw this girl nearly a week ago. Who knows what might have
happened since then?
The farmer saw the look on my face. “I’m not saying I know that for sure,” he added quickly, shrugging
apologetically, “It was only an impression. Maybe she just had a lot on her mind.”
“Thanks for telling us,” I said, “I guess we’d better get going. Just in case.” Jason and I immediately
headed for the overgrown path.
“I hope you find her!” called the farmer after us.
If there was a record for crossing the distance between Bilford and Merkain, we were going to shatter it.
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A Timely Detour
The unkempt path to Merkain wound its way through endless fields, and rolling hills. As we walked
along it, I found my steps propelled by both excitement and anxiety. On the one hand, we’d found our
first genuine lead on the girl from the desert: and we’d come across it substantially sooner than either of
us had expected (especially Jason, I imagine). On the other hand, she might be in some sort of trouble.
Why had she been looking over her shoulder? Did she think she was being followed? By whom? Was she
safe, or had something happened to her?
Jason spoke up, interrupting my thoughts. “I have to hand it to you, Arman. When you first told me
about your plan to find the girl you’d met in the desert, I was absolutely convinced this would be a wild
goose chase. I figured that we’d visit five or six towns without any results, eventually give up, and go on
with life. But here we are: actively following a trail that’s only a week old, and hopefully getting closer
with every step.”
That put things in perspective for me. “You’re right, of course,” I replied, “I just wish we could get there
faster. I should have brought Aunt Mella’s horse and carriage with us...”
Jason laughed at that. “She wouldn’t have given it to you! For all we know, this search could take
months.”
I nodded soberly. “Yeah... I just hope nothing’s happened to her.”
“If you keep thinking that way, you’re going to drive yourself crazy,” Jason warned. “We’re getting to
Merkain as fast as we can without exhausting ourselves, so just...” he suddenly trailed off, and cocked
his head. “Did you hear that?”
I stopped walking, and strained my ears. I heard the usual background noises of summer: crickets, birds,
and the faint rustle of wind blowing across the grass. I was about to ask Jason what he’d heard, when
another sound caught my attention: a distant scream.
Wordlessly, we exchanged glances. “You think it’s the girl?” asked Jason tensely.
“I don’t know,” I replied, “But we’d better find out.”
Jason pointed forward: “See up ahead, where the path wraps around that grove of trees? I think the
scream came from behind the grove. If we sneak through it, we should be able to see what’s going on.”
I nodded. “Let’s do it.”
We sprinted down the path as quickly as we could, and soon approached the grove. After we entered,
we slowed our pace and crept cautiously from tree to tree. The scream hadn’t been repeated, but as we
drew closer to the grove’s opposite side, we could hear voices. Jason dropped to all fours, and motioned
for me to do the same. Silently, we crept the final distance to a group of bushes at the grove’s far edge,
and took in the scene.
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Ahead of us, the path to Merkain resumed, having wrapped its way around the entire grove. A carriage
was stopped on the path, and a short blonde woman was leaning against it. She looked close to our age,
and maybe even slightly younger. She had a blue flower in her hair. Strangely, she was holding her hands
above her head.
From the bushes, Jason nodded in the woman’s direction. “Blonde hair. I assume that’s not the girl
you’re looking for?”
“No,” I said distractedly, frowning with concern. “Jason, why are her hands up like that? Why did she
scream in the first place?” Suddenly, two burly, shabby men emerged from the carriage, each carrying
an armload of goods. The woman flinched as they came out, but she remained rooted where she stood.
We both noticed that the men were carrying swords, and it suddenly hit us like a ton of bricks: these
men were bandits, and we were watching a robbery!
I turned to Jason. “I thought you said there aren’t as many bandits out here!” I hissed, as quietly as
possible.
“Maybe they’re overachievers,” retorted Jason in a whisper, glaring at the bandits. “Arman, I know
we’re in a hurry, but we can’t let them get away with this.”
I nodded in agreement, and my mind raced. It wouldn’t take the bandits long to finish robbing the
carriage. If we were going to do something, it had to happen fast.
Jason was getting impatient. “You have your bow. I know how you feel about shooting people, but can’t
you use it to scare them off, or something?”
I shook my head. “Two heavily-armed bandits aren’t going to be scared off by one guy with a bow.” A
thought occurred to me. “Unless...” A sly smile began to spread across my face.
Jason grinned, and whispered excitedly. “I know that look. What’s the plan?”
I quickly explained my idea to Jason, and he enthusiastically agreed with it. Leaving Jason where he was,
I headed about twenty meters to the left of the carriage. I don’t need to tell you that I was very careful
to stay under the grove’s cover, to avoid being seen by the bandits. Scanning the nearby trees, I located
one with dense foliage, and climbed about halfway up. Then I fitted an arrow into my bow, and waited
for the show to begin.
I didn’t have to wait long: from the cover of the bushes, Jason had been itching to start his performance.
In his best military voice, Jason bellowed, “HALT!” You have to hand it to the bandits: they were fast on
the draw. Almost in unison, they dropped what they were carrying, drew their swords, and whirled
around to face the challenge issuing from the grove.
In a maneuver like this, you can’t give your target any time to think things through. From his cover,
Jason immediately issued his demand and ultimatum. “You’re trespassing on our training grounds!
Leave at once, or we’ll open fire!”
Page 17 of 76

Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona
The one bandit sneered, and the other crossed his arms defiantly. “This carriage is our property now,”
said the sneering bandit, “So get lost and train somewhere else.” This was basically the reaction we’d
expected, and we were ready for it.
“Miller!” shouted Jason, “Explain things to them.” That was my cue.
Drawing on the full experience of my hunting background, I took careful aim and fired my bow at the
sneering bandit’s foot. The arrow pierced his sandal, precisely in the space between his big toe and the
rest of his toes: without actually hitting the bandit’s foot, his sandal was effectively pinned to the
ground!
The effect on the sneering bandit was hysterical. He stared down at his sandal incredulously, where an
arrow had seemingly sprouted from nowhere, and his eyes grew as large as saucers. I’d just sent him an
unmistakable message: I could have put that arrow anywhere I wanted. Better yet: with their attention
focused straight ahead on Jason’s voice, they had absolutely no idea where the arrow came from. The
bandits traded looks: their resolve was definitely wavering.
Jason saw this, and dug in harder with his put-on military voice. “You’ve got 10 seconds to clear out of
here, and then I’m ordering all of my men to open fire! And they won’t be aiming at your sandals.”
The bandits traded one more look. Without further consultation, they tore off for the horizon as fast as
they could. The sneering bandit (who was no longer sneering) actually left his sandal behind, still pinned
to the ground by the arrow. It took me a minute to climb out of the tree and return to Jason, but when I
reached him, he was still grinning ear to ear. Bandits had been plaguing Jason and his neighbors for
more than a year, so this probably meant even more to him than it did to me. Before I could
congratulate him, however, he gestured toward the carriage.
“Come on, Arman!” he said, “Let’s say hello to her.”
The woman, freed from her captors, had put down her arms and was now looking inquisitively toward
the grove. Jason turned to me, and his grin grew even wider. “I’ll bet she’d be willing to give us a ride to
Merkain.”

Journey to Merkain
We left the cover of the bushes, and began walking toward the woman. She caught sight of us
immediately, and seemed slightly taken aback by our appearance.
“Where’s your uniforms?” she asked curiously. “Aren’t you soldiers?”
“Oh, that,” chuckled Jason, “No, we aren’t soldiers. All that talk about ‘training grounds’ and ‘men
opening fire’ was just to scare off the bandits.”
She sniffed indignantly. “And here I was expecting an entire regiment to escort me home safely! The
least you could have done was signal me that you were just a pair of travellers.”
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I was struck completely speechless by her reply. Normally, her attitude would have simply irked me: but
in this case, I had so many objections to what she’d said that I found myself unable to settle on a
response. Should I address her lack of gratitude? Should I attempt to explain the absurdity of her
request to be signaled? Or should I remind her that just two minutes ago, her possessions were being
carried away by two heavily armed men?
Jason was also surprised, but his recovery was masterful. He simply shrugged: “Yep, we’re just a pair of
travellers. I’m Jason, and this is Arman.”
The woman tossed her blonde hair behind her shoulders, in a slightly exaggerated gesture. “I’m Emily
Gray,” she replied, and she flashed him a winning smile. “Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”
I still couldn’t quite get a read on this girl, but she seemed to be putting on airs. Judging from the
expensive cut of her clothes, she had a lot of money at her disposal. Upon closer inspection, the blue
flower in her hair was actually made of tiny beaded glass, or perhaps even gems. I wondered how Jason
would handle Emily’s current question without offending her: I certainly hadn’t heard of her, but I didn’t
think she’d appreciate “no” as an answer.
Jason forged on, undaunted. “We’re new to this area, or I’m sure we would have. The fact is, we’ve been
trying to find a friend of ours, and we think they might be in Merkain.” This was a side of Jason I hadn’t
seen before... with one smooth response, he’d not only defused a potentially tense question, but
steered the conversation toward our need for transit. Where was this coming from? Was Jason
interested in her? Or perhaps she was interested in him? There were too many left turns in this
conversation for me to keep up.
At any rate, Emily seemed to play right into it. Clasping her hands to her chest, she exclaimed: “Why,
that’s wonderful! I was just heading in that direction myself. Won’t you travel with me? I can get you
there much faster than you could on foot.”
Jason smiled. “We’d really appreciate that, Emily.” He started to head in the direction of the carriage’s
driving platform, but she held him back by his arm. “Sorry, Jason, but could you ride in the back? I need
someone to keep an eye out behind us, in case there’s more bandits. Arman can keep me company up
front.”
Emily beamed in my direction, and Jason went to the back of the carriage without a word. As for me, I
was more lost than ever: if attraction had played any role in this strange encounter (and I still wasn’t
certain it had), I thought it was between Emily and Jason. So, why did Emily want me up at the front with
her? I abandoned trying to make any sense of this girl.
However, things soon cleared up during the trip: even by carriage, it took several hours to reach
Merkain, and Emily spent the entire time quietly grilling me with questions about Jason. Where did he
live? What did he do for a living? What were his favorite foods? What was his family like? Did he have a
significant other? I answered the questions as best as I could. I didn’t want to offend our driver, and at
any rate, the idea of unleashing this girl on Jason seemed strangely appealing.
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Emily dropped us off at the outskirts of Merkain, and smiled at both of us. “It’s a good thing I happened
along. I hope you find your friend. Farewell, travellers!” She then turned the carriage around, and
started driving back in the direction we’d came... apparently, she hadn’t been heading in this direction,
after all. She tossed a friendly wave behind her, but didn’t look back.
“She’s cute,” observed Jason, “Quirky beyond belief, but cute. Are you sure you don’t want to ask her
out?”
I smiled tolerantly. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m looking for the desert girl. Besides, Emily spent the
entire trip asking questions about you.”
A faint, satisfied smile appeared on Jason’s face. “I knew it,” he said quietly.
“Well, don’t be surprised if she drops in on your farm someday,” I replied, “I ended up telling her pretty
much everything about you.”
Jason watched the retreating carriage silently. “Really? Well, that’s good news for both of us.”
I cocked my head. “Why is that good news for me?”
Jason broke into a goofy grin. “Because after this, I can’t give you any more flak about foolish
romanticism.”
I laughed at his indirect confession. “Aren’t you glad you came?”

A Left Turn in Merkain
Merkain was a tiny village: just a few dozen houses and some basic stores. Along its western border was
the start of a massive forest, which stretched as far as the eye could see. In essence, it was a natural
boundary line for the Argodah Valley.
I’d heard of Merkain before, but this was the first time I’d actually seen it in person. The buildings were
simple structures, largely made of wood. I was pleased to note, however, that everything was in good
repair: the local residents might lead simple lives, but they still cared about their town.
With such a small population to interview, there was no need to split up. Jason and I started with the inn
and stores, reasoning that those places would have a higher rate of success. Unfortunately, those places
didn’t turn up any results, so we resorted to asking at individual homes. By the time it was getting dark,
it had become all too obvious: no one in Merkain had seen the girl I was looking for. Needless to say, I
was terribly disappointed to have our best lead come up empty. More than that, I feared for the girl’s
safety.
“She never got here, Jason,” I muttered. “No one’s seen her. Whatever she was scared of, it probably
happened to her... somewhere between Bilford and Merkain.”
“We only know that she was heading in this direction,” Jason reminded me, “We don’t know for sure
that she was heading for Merkain. She could have turned off the road almost anywhere, for almost any
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reason.” That comforted me a little, although it begged the question of what to do next. Backtrack, and
see if she’d been noticed at any other towns? Comb through the countryside at random, and hope for a
new lead? This search really could drag on for months!
Jason must have seen the dejected look on my face. “Listen, Arman,” he said, “We’re hungry, tired, and
in no position to make any decisions right now. Let’s head back to that inn, and get something to eat.
And after that, we’re going to rent some lodgings and get a decent night’s sleep.” I was about to protest,
but Jason cut me off. “Ever since we left your aunt’s farm, we’ve been going at this non-stop. No matter
what we do next, we need to pace ourselves more carefully. You need food and sleep.”
I wasn’t sure what to do next anyway, so I relented. The inn’s food was delicious, and to my surprise, I
fell asleep without any trouble. I must have been more tired than I realized. I woke up late the next
morning, feeling greatly refreshed. I met Jason in the inn’s common area, and we sat down at one of the
tables to discuss our options.
“Arman,” began Jason, “Can I ask you something?”
I spread out my arms. “Go ahead and say it. I’m very unlikely to find this girl again.”
Jason waved his hand dismissively. “No, I already told you that earlier. But, let’s suppose that we
actually find her. What if things don’t turn out the way you expect?”
I blinked. “You mean, what if she’s already married?”
Jason nodded. “Sure, that’s one possibility. Or, what if she’s simply not interested in you? Or, what if
you figure out how to speak her language, and it turns out that she’s a jerk?”
I reflected on Jason’s words. He was absolutely right: I was taking a long shot. Perhaps it was an even
longer shot than I’d originally realized. Even so... when I thought back to that encounter in the desert,
and what had driven me to come this far already, I knew my answer with complete certainty.
“Then at least I’ll know,” I replied simply.
Jason shook his head in amazement. “She really made an impression on you, didn’t she?”
I felt myself getting defensive. “Well, what about you and Emily? I saw the look on your face, after you
heard she was interested in you. I’ll bet you’re already planning to find her after this is all over. How is
that any different?”
Jason shrugged. “Maybe it isn’t different. But then again, I already know that Emily isn’t perfect. I’ve
seen some of her quirks, and I like her anyway. I’m also pretty sure that the interest is mutual.” Jason
hesitated, and then continued. “I just worry about you, Arman: everything you know about this girl is
based on a half-hour dinner in a cave, where nobody even talked. What do you really know about her?”
My reply caught Jason off-guard. “I know that she’s capable and brave, because she rescued me in the
middle of a sandstorm. I know that she’s compassionate, because she sheltered a complete stranger. I
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pretty sure that she’s generous, too, because she left me with enough of her provisions to escape the
desert. She’s a wonderful singer, and she cooks a mean stew... I experienced that firsthand. And yes,
she’s beautiful: I won’t pretend that isn’t part of the picture. But what more do you want from a first
impression?”
Jason opened his mouth to say something, but I wasn’t finished. “I know she won’t be perfect, Jason.
She’ll have flaws, just like Emily does. And maybe she’ll be unavailable, or uninterested. Maybe we
simply won’t find her.” I paused to take a breath. “All I’m asking for is the chance to find out. Is that
unreasonable?”
Jason considered this. “No,” he replied quietly, “And in your shoes, I might even do the same thing. Let’s
plan our next move.”
From one of his pockets, Jason produced a map of the continent, and spread it out on the table. We
began studying it: a lot had happened since we’d originally left my Aunt’s farm, and a new course of
action might suggest itself by examining where we’d already travelled. We were especially interested in
the area between Bilford and Merkain: at what point had this elusive girl disappeared from the path?
Was there something between the two towns that we’d missed? As I examined the map, I began to
absently hum the song the girl had sung to me. It was still a beautiful melody, even if my humming
didn’t do it justice.
A chair behind us scraped on the stone floor, as someone got up from their table. I turned my head, and
observed an old-timer approaching us. He got right to the point. “Son, where did you hear that song?”
The question surprised me. “Well,” I replied, “Someone sang it for me. Actually, we’ve been searching
for them.”
The old-timer regarded us cautiously for a moment, and then sat down in one of the unoccupied chairs
at our table. “I’m Gunhold,” he said, by way of introduction. “And you must be the pair who’s asking
around town about the girl. The girl in red armor.” It wasn’t really a question, so I simply nodded.
Gunhold continued, “My wife told me about you two. I missed you yesterday, because I was foraging in
the woods. I didn’t get back until it was late.”
“Have you seen the girl we’re looking for?” I asked eagerly, hoping for a new lead.
“I haven’t seen a girl in red armor,” said Gunhold, “But I know that song. It’s an old melody from the
Syrah clan. If this girl of yours knows it, then there’s a good chance she’s familiar with them. She may
even be a Syrah herself.”
“What’s the Syrah clan?” asked Jason curiously.
Gunhold regarded him strangely, and there was an awkward pause. “It would seem,” he finally said,
“That we have a lot to talk about.”
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Part II: Flint and Tinder
Shadows from the Past
Gunhold smiled vaguely. “I thought our continent’s history was still taught in schools. Didn’t you ever
learn about the Syrah clan in class?”
Jason grinned apologetically. “Oh, I probably learned it. I just didn’t retain it.”
My recollection wasn’t much better than Jason’s, but the name at least sounded familiar. “The Syrah
clan had something to do with the civil war, didn’t it?” I offered.
Gunhold shrugged. “You might say that. The Syrah and Tribex were the two main sides in the civil war.
Both clans came from the same royal family, but once the fighting broke out, everybody polarized into
two distinct sides. It was pretty messy.”
I couldn’t help chipping in what little I remembered. “They were fighting over who should be the next
king, right?”
Gunhold nodded. “It was a worst case scenario. The king and his immediate family were wiped out by a
sickness, and there were cousins on both sides of the family who could legally claim the throne.
Normally, of course, the king would have documented a clear line of succession, with multiple
contingencies.” His brow clouded. “It’s still unclear what happened, but it seems that the records
documenting the line of succession were destroyed just days before the king died.”
Jason whistled. “Sounds like someone was making a play for the throne.”
“That’s what everyone else thought, too,” agreed Gunhold grimly, “But without any clear evidence,
people just started blaming each other. Then, one of the cousins was assassinated, and the fighting
broke out in earnest. There were several clans at first, and each one had a different interpretation of
what happened. The smaller clans were quickly destroyed or absorbed into the two largest clans, the
Syrah and the Tribex.”
“Who won?” I asked quietly.
“Nobody,” said Gunhold in disgust, “We all lost. Neither clan achieved dominance, and so both sides just
kept on fighting. After several years of that, the original issue of kingship was completely forgotten, and
it degenerated into a grudge match. The fighting only began to wind down about a decade later,
because our infrastructure was exhausted. The civil war tore this continent apart.”
I couldn’t help wondering what this meant for the girl from the desert. Was she from the Syrah clan, as
Gunhold suggested? Did the red armor mean she was some sort of warrior? She hadn’t really seemed
like the solider type: it was something to think about if we finally found her. “So, where are the clans
today?” I asked.
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The cautious look returned to Gunhold’s face. “What’s your interest in the Syrah clan, anyway? Who’s
this girl to you?”
I briefly summarized my encounter in the desert, and our travels so far. Gunhold listened attentively,
but when I was done, he shook his head sadly. “If you want my advice, son, you should head home and
forget the whole thing. Do you know how all these towns in the Argodah Valley came about? It was
caused by a mass exodus of civilians to the east, after the civil war broke out in earnest. That’s how
badly people wanted to get away from the fighting: they abandoned everything and fled here.”
“But the civil war was decades ago,” I pointed out, “Surely things are different now!”
“We occasionally get a dispatch from the west,” replied Gunhold, “The Syrah and Tribex clans haven’t
warred openly for a long time, but there’s still plenty feuding and hard feelings. Son, you don’t want to
get mixed up in that: you’d be playing with flint and tinder.”
A poorly stifled laugh escaped from Jason. “When Arman resolved to find that girl, he was planning to
barge back into the Southern Desert. I don’t think a little clan bickering is going to stop him.”
“Jason’s right,” I said, with a wry smile. “We can’t stop now. If there’s trouble up ahead, we’ll handle it
as best as we can.”
Gunhold shivered involuntarily. “I’m sorry; I just need to warm up for a moment.” He walked over to the
inn’s fireplace, and added some fresh logs. The logs smoldered at first, but after a few minutes of careful
tending, they were blazing brightly. Gunhold warmed himself for a few more minutes, and then rejoined
us at the table.
He hesitated. “I guess I’m just a frightened old man,” he confessed, “But if you’re determined to go
through with this, I won’t stop you. The Syrah clan probably still lives to the west, but I recommend that
you stop by the town library first. It has some books on the clans, which should help you find them
faster. If you can find the Syrah clan, you’ll probably find your girl, too.”
We thanked Gunhold for his help, and left the inn. As I was closing the inn’s front door, I happened to
catch sight of him one last time: he was staring into the fireplace, with an unreadable expression on his
face. I felt certain that he’d held something back from us, but I wasn’t sure what it could be. Hopefully,
we’d find our answers in the library.
If I’d known what form those answers would take, I might have made other plans.

Research at the Library
The library in Merkain wasn’t much more than a wood cabin with a single bookshelf, and a couple of
tables and chairs. There was also a plain desk in the corner, but it wasn’t currently occupied by a
librarian. Perhaps the library didn’t get enough use to warrant full-time staff. Then again, perhaps the
Merkain residents simply trusted each other to borrow and return the library’s books responsibly.
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“Here’s a new wrinkle,” remarked Jason, as we began searching the bookshelf, “What if the girl you’re
looking for ends up being an insufferable bigot, who’s obsessed with stopping the Tribex?”
“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it,” I replied absently, as I scanned through the titles on the
bookshelf. “Besides... it’s more likely that the Tribex are trying to stop her. She kept looking over her
shoulder, remember? Maybe some Tribex were following her.”
Jason considered this. “I can’t think of a better theory,” he admitted, “So I guess we’ll go with that for
now. How about this one?” he added, holding up a thick volume with faded blue binding. “It’s a history
on the civil war. Looks like it’s pretty thorough, too.”
I nodded. “Let me skim it. We just need enough information to figure out where the Syrah might be.” I
brought the book over to one of the tables, sat down, and began scanning through the book’s pages.
Needless to say, most of it was just further details on the historical “crash course” we’d already received
from Gunhold. Of particular note, however, was the chapter which described the population’s exile to
the east. If I worked backwards from that, I should have fairly reliable directions to the region where this
had all started. That might be a good place to start looking for the Syrah clan.
My train of thought was derailed by a sudden question from Jason: “Hey, Arman... this girl speaks a
different language than you, right?”
“Do you have to take every opportunity to point out how hard this will be?” I replied, a little more
irritably than I’d intended.
Wordlessly, Jason dropped another book on my table. “Nope. This time around, I’m helping you out.”
“Oh... thanks,” I murmured. I won’t try to defend my irritability: the fact is, I’ve never handled it very
well when my concentration is interrupted. It’s one of those inborn flaws that we fight for a time, forget
about, and then resume fighting after it’s resurfaced to embarrass us.
I regarded the book that Jason had given me: it was a primer for the traditional language used by the
royal family. I frowned with confusion. “I don’t understand. What makes you so sure this is the language
she was using?”
Jason shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. But both clans came from the royal family, right? Unless the
Syrah picked up a completely new dialect in the last hundred years, this one’s a pretty good bet. Just
learn a few key phrases, or something that’ll help you break the ice.”
“Thanks, Jason.” Jason wandered off to one of the library’s windows, and I began reading the primer.
Linguistics isn’t one of my strong points, so I honestly couldn’t say whether the language I was studying
matched the one I’d heard the girl speak. I’d had just enough time to teach myself a formal introductory
greeting when Jason’s hand fell firmly on my shoulder.

Page 25 of 76

Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona
“We have to go,” he said, and there was no mistaking the urgency in his voice. I turned to face him, on
the verge of protesting, but he cut me off with a quick gesture. “No time to explain: I think we’re in
danger. Run out the door, head for the forest, and don’t stop until we’re behind cover.”
Wordlessly, I obeyed. We dashed out of the library, and sprinted for the treeline as fast as we could. As
the cover of the forest approached, Gunhold’s words echoed in my head: you’d be playing with flint and
tinder. What, exactly, had we gotten ourselves into?

The First Flames
The forest was wild, untamed, and full of underbrush. Just a meter beyond the treeline, we could crouch
and become virtually invisible to anyone watching from the village.
We were both winded from the urgency of our flight, but as soon as I could catch my breath, I spoke up.
“So, what was all that about? Was someone after us?”
Jason’s eyes were riveted on the village. “Call it a hunch. If I’m right, we’ll be glad we got out when we
did. If I’m wrong... well, we can have a good laugh about it, and head back to the library.”
I tried to follow Jason’s line of sight. “Can you at least tell me what we’re looking for?”
Jason nodded toward the inn. “When I was looking out the library’s window, I saw three tough guys
emerge from the forest. Not bandits, mind you: they looked like professional soldiers. They headed
straight for the inn, like men on a mission. I got us out of the village, in case they were looking for us.”
I raised an eyebrow skeptically. “That’s a little paranoid, isn’t it? What are the odds that those guys
would have any interest in us?”
“Because I recognized their emblems from the history book you were reading,” replied Jason grimly.
“They’re Tribex, Arman. Mortal enemies of the Syrah clan, right?”
I felt a hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach. “And we’ve been asking everywhere about a Syrah girl.
You really think they came for us?”
“Just watch,” said Jason, “I want to see what they do, after they leave the inn.” From the underbrush,
we watched the inn for several tense minutes. The inn’s front door opened abruptly, and three soldiers
emerged from it. They were all carrying unsheathed swords, and sure enough, their uniforms bore the
Tribex emblem that I’d seen in the history book. The soldiers strode purposefully across the village, and
it suddenly dawned on me that they were heading directly for the library. With military precision, one of
the soldiers began rounding the back of the building, while the other two closed in on the front
entrance. If we’d remained in the library, there would have been no chance of escape.
“Well, that confirms it,” remarked Jason darkly. “They’re looking for us. And Gunhold sold us out.”
I turned to Jason, startled. “What do you mean? Gunhold couldn’t just summon them here on a whim!”
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“Oh, yes he could,” growled Jason, “Don’t you remember? He threw those smoldering logs on the fire,
right after you confirmed that we wouldn’t stop searching for the Syrah girl. I’ll bet he used that as a
smoke signal, to alert the soldiers.”
The gravity of our situation began to dawn on me. “Well, that’s just great,” I remarked disgustedly,
“Now we’re being hunted by a posse of Tribex thugs, and we can’t even go back to the village.”
“What are you talking about?” demanded Jason, “You have to go back to the library, so you can finish
getting your directions to the Syrah clan! And while you’re doing that, I’ve half a mind to go back to the
inn and have a few words with Gunhold.”
I raised an eyebrow. “And if the Tribex have other inside men in the village, besides Gunhold?”
That gave Jason pause. “So, what are we supposed to do now?” he asked in frustration, “Wander in the
general direction of west, and hope we run into the Syrah?”
A distant movement caught my eye, and I turned toward it. The two soldiers had filed out of the library’s
front door, and were met by the third soldier. After a brief consultation, they began marching away
from the village. They were heading for a path into the forest, located a short distance from where we
were hiding. As I watched them leave, something began to bother me about this whole episode. Did it
really make sense for the Tribex to send three soldiers after us? Even if we were asking questions about
the Syrah, what threat could we possibly represent to them? It just didn’t seem to add up. And then an
incredible possibility hit me like a thunderbolt.
“Jason... why would Gunhold call soldiers here in the first place? I mean, we’re just a pair of travelling
nobodies, and Gunhold knew that. The Tribex shouldn’t even care that we’re asking questions about
some Syrah girl, unless...”
Jason considered this for a moment, and then it dawned on him. “Oh, wow. Unless they’re looking for
her, too.”
I nodded. “Yeah. Jason, I know exactly what to do next. We’re going to follow those soldiers back to
wherever they came from.”
“And then what?” asked Jason warily. “Lay siege to their fortress?”
“I’ll figure that out when we get there,” I answered, “But just maybe, we can find a way to turn the
tables on them, and find the girl before they do.”
Jason shook his head in amazement. “You’ve got more guts then I realized, Arman. I can’t believe I’m
saying this, but... count me in.”

Into the Woods
Following the soldiers through that forest was tedious work. We didn’t dare get close enough to actually
see them, for fear that one of them might look behind and catch us. As a result, we had to rely entirely
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on sound. It was fortunate that their footfalls were unguarded and easily heard, or else I’m sure we
would have lost them.
Even as it was, we frequently had to leave the path to stay out of their line of sight, and we soon learned
that the forest’s undergrowth was full of surprises. Some of the surprises were simply unpleasant: a
decaying pile of leaves, or a branch that was sticky with insect secretions. Other surprises were
downright painful: unexpected thistles and patches of thorns. To our great relief, however, the forest
began to thin out slightly after an hour or so. The thorns gave way to moss, and the decaying leaves
were replaced with soft bushes, filled with ripe summer berries. Anyone who insists that forests are all
the same has obviously not spent enough time crawling through underbrush.
Suddenly, Jason pulled me aside. “Wait,” he said, “I think I can see where the soldiers are heading.” He
pointed a short distance off to the side: the forest floor dropped sharply to a clearing below, which was
occupied by a large campsite. I’d been so focused on following the soldiers that I hadn’t really noticed
the terrain. Now that I observed my surroundings more closely, I could see that the path ahead would
gradually wind its way downward, until it finally joined up with the clearing. Yes, if the soldiers kept on
the path, they would definitely reach that campsite below.
We cautiously crept toward the sharp drop. If we stayed up here, we could command a reasonably good
view of the camp, and perhaps even eavesdrop on its inhabitants. As it was, we probably had another
minute before the soldiers arrived. Two men were already there, conversing next to a fire pit. They both
wore military uniforms which prominently featured the Tribex emblem.
The first man was brawny, and almost certainly a leader of some distinction: he radiated authority to a
degree I’ve never seen before. The ground where he stood automatically became the unofficial (but
undisputed) center of the immediate area. The second man was likely his second-in-command: he was
every inch a warrior, and armed with a much fiercer-looking bow than I carried... but he didn’t have
nearly the same air of authority. We strained to hear what they said.
“I just don’t like the timing, Brutus,” said the second-in-command. “It seems awfully fishy that we’d get
a signal from Merkain right now.”
“I agree, Dekker,” replied Brutus, “But it looks like our men are getting back. Let’s see what they found.”
Sure enough, the three soldiers were approaching the campsite. Brutus and Dekker stood up from the
fire pit to greet them, and each soldier snapped a quick salute at Brutus. Brutus raised an eyebrow. “You
haven’t brought anyone back with you. Was it a false alarm?”
“Not exactly, Commander Farran,” replied the closest soldier smartly, “Gunhold says there was a pair of
travellers around town, asking about the girl. He said he’d directed them to the library, but by the time
we got there, they were already gone. They left a couple of books open on one of the tables.”
“What sort of books were they?” asked Brutus.
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“One of them was a history of the civil war, sir,” explained the soldier, “The other one was a primer for
the royal family’s language.”
Brutus frowned. “They were obviously researching the Syrah. But why would...” his voice trailed off as
he digested this information. He turned to Dekker. “Your thoughts?”
“Syrah sympathizers, probably,” growled Dekker.
“Actually sir,” piped up the soldier, “Gunhold didn’t think the men were politically motivated. It sounds
more like one of them was, ah, interested in the girl.”
Dekker scoffed. “And Gunhold believed that?”
Brutus chuckled. “Whatever their motives are, they’re definitely looking for her. Why don’t we get the
other side of the story?” He nodded to one of the other soldiers, who immediately headed for one of
the tents that lined the far side of the campsite. The soldier disappeared into the tent. A few moments
later, the soldier came back out, leading a girl whose hands were tied behind her back.
It was the girl from the desert!

Captive of the Tribex
From our vantage point above the campsite, Jason nudged me excitedly. “That’s her, isn’t it? That’s the
girl you’ve been looking for!” I nodded absently, overwhelmed by the moment.
We had found her. We had actually found her! And my earlier impressions hadn’t been distorted by
rose-colored glasses. She was just as I remembered her from the desert: strong, beautiful, and feminine.
Even as a captive, she was in full control of herself, maintaining a reserved dignity that belied her
circumstances. Her red armor was missing (presumably, it had been confiscated), and she wore a plain,
sky-blue tunic in its place. It actually offset her red hair quite brilliantly. Yes, it was her. But now she was
in danger...
Jason nudged me again. “Hey... snap out of it, Arman! We still have to rescue her, you know.” We
intently watched the unfolding scene.
Brutus calmly strode up to the girl, and began phrasing a question. To my frustration, I quickly realized
that it was the same language I’d heard the girl use earlier. Unless their entire conversation consisted of
basic greetings, I wasn’t going to get much out of their dialog. I decided to ignore the words, and focus
on their gestures and body language, instead.
The interview was brief. Brutus summed up his question by gesturing in the general direction of
Merkain. The girl looked confused, and shrugged her shoulders. Brutus raised an eyebrow, and made an
elaborate gesture which seemed to encompass the camp. The girl’s face registered frustration: she
made a show of pulling at her hands, which were still tied behind her back, and her tone of voice
suggested some sort of retort. It was Brutus’ turn to shrug: he made a sweeping motion in the direction
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of the path, and waited expectantly. When the girl didn’t answer, he sighed, and nodded to the soldier
that was guarding her. Wordlessly, the soldier led her back to the tent, and then returned.
I tried to interpret the pantomime we’d just witnessed. “’Do what we say, and we’ll set you free?’” I
ventured to Jason.
“Whatever it was, she’s not having any part of it,” observed Jason. But our speculations were
interrupted as Brutus addressed the three soldiers.
“Well done, men,” he said, “You’ve carried out your mission admirably. You’re dismissed until the
evening watch.”
“Yes, Commander Farran!” shouted the soldiers, saluting as one unit. Then, they marched off to the
other side of the camp, where some food and other supplies were stacked near a crudely fashioned
table.
“Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” said Dekker, “What did she say?”
Brutus smirked. “You should really learn our traditional language, Dekker. She says she knows nothing
about the men who were asking about her in Merkain, and reminded me that we captured her before
she ever got that far.”
Dekker shook his head emphatically. “We can’t afford these games any longer, Brutus. Whether she
admits it or not, people were definitely asking about her in Merkain. That’s much too close! We should
just silence her now.”
My heart almost stopped. Silence her... as in kill her?
“Don’t be foolish, Dekker,” replied Brutus in annoyance, “We need those records as much as she does.” I
immediately got the impression that this wasn’t their first disagreement on that particular subject.
Dekker, however, wasn’t finished. “Are you sure we still need them? The Syrah are no match for us now.
Besides, she’ll never tell you anything.”
Brutus turned his full attention on Dekker. “Do we have a problem, Dekker? It seems like we keep
returning to this point.”
Dekker wilted under his commander’s gaze. “I apologize if I’m out of line, sir.”
Brutus nodded gravely. “Apology accepted. I understand your concerns, Dekker, but you must be
patient. She’ll have to tell us eventually: at this point, it’s the only way forward.”
Dekker nodded meekly. He walked away to join the soldiers, who had already settled down around the
table to eat. For the moment, we’d probably learned all we were going to learn from the camp. We
backed away from our vantage point to figure out our next move.
“If Dekker had his way,” remarked Jason grimly, “I think your mystery girl would already be dead.”
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I nodded. “I don’t want to rely too much on Brutus’ goodwill, though. We’ve got to rescue her, and fast.”
Jason looked doubtful. “Believe me, Arman: I’m worried for her safety, too. But we’re up against five
military professionals. I don’t think these guys are going to run for the hills, just because we shoot
someone’s sandal.”
“No arguments there,” I agreed, “We’ll have to come up with something a little trickier this time.”
Jason raised an eyebrow. “You could try sniping Brutus and Dekker with your bow. How’s that for
tricky?”
“Jason, I’m not leaving a trail of bodies behind us,” I replied, “Besides... if they get desperate enough,
they might use the girl as a hostage.”
Jason nodded. “True enough. So, what are we doing instead?”
I looked up through the trees at the sky. “Well, we still have several hours until nightfall. Let’s take a
quick rest now, and make our move after midnight... maybe shortly before dawn. I’ve always heard
that’s when people are the least attentive.”
“Okay, that sounds good so far,” agreed Jason. “And what’s our actual plan?”
I shrugged sheepishly. “I’ll let you know before dawn.”

Rescue from the Camp
It was a few hours past midnight. Under the cover of darkness, I’d carefully descended and circled my
way around to the opposite side of the campsite. From the dense cover of the forest, I was now looking
out across the campsite, back at the sharp drop where we’d spied on Brutus and his men. Somewhere
up there, at the top of the sharp drop, Jason was preparing an absolutely epic diversion. It had to be
spectacular enough to draw away at least three of the camp’s occupants, and ideally four. Well... ideally,
it would draw away all five of them, but I didn’t think Brutus would be foolish enough to leave the camp
completely abandoned.
The forest was blanketed with the chirps, buzzes, and warbles of its nocturnal residents. I returned my
attention to the camp itself. I was hiding a short distance back from the clearing, but I was still fairly
close to the tent where the girl was being kept. I wondered what she was thinking right now. Was she
afraid? Collecting her thoughts? Planning an escape of her own? Sleeping? There was no way to know.
However, if everything went according to plan tonight, she would be free, and I would finally be able to
introduce myself properly. That’s assuming everything went according to plan, of course: this would be
our absolute best shot at rescuing her, because no one in the camp was expecting a rescue attempt. If
we failed tonight, another rescue attempt would be much more difficult... and that’s assuming the
failure didn’t result in our own capture.
While I waited for Jason’s diversion, I passed the time by spying on the campsite’s residents. Two of the
soldiers were asleep near the table, and Dekker was playing cards with the other one. Brutus had gone
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to his tent at nightfall, leaving Dekker in charge of the evening watch. That made me feel a little better: I
wasn’t entirely sure we could outmaneuver someone like Brutus, but just maybe we could pull a fast
one on Dekker.
A glowing light caught the corner of my eye: that was the start of Jason’s diversion. In a few short
moments, a huge blaze had started at the top of the sharp incline. I resisted the instinctive reflex to look
at it, since the brilliant fire would destroy my night vision. The blaze immediately caught Dekker’s
attention, and he leapt out of his chair in alarm. “What the-”
“For the SYRAH CLAN!!” bellowed Jason in a half-crazed voice, and a blazing log flew from unseen hands
down the slope, ploughing straight into one of the soldier’s tents. The tent began to smolder, and
seconds later, it was on fire. This galvanized Dekker into action. Without waiting for Brutus to emerge
from his tent, he began shouting orders. “You two!” he shouted at the sleeping soldiers, “Wake up!
We’re under attack!”
The two sleeping soldiers woke up immediately, and took in the scene. Their eyes widened in alarm.
From the top of the hill came Jason’s voice again: “We will be AVENGED!”
That did it for Dekker. His face twisted in anger. “Follow me up the hill! We’re going to find the little
maggot who’s doing this and make him pay!” The soldier that he’d been playing cards with moved to
follow, but Dekker motioned him to stay. “Not you! Put out that tent, and guard the girl! This might be a
rescue attempt!” The soldier sprinted over to the flaming tent, and began clearing flammable
equipment away from it as he prepared to battle the blaze. Dekker led the other two soldiers onto the
path which wound its way to the top of the hill. Jason gave another berserk war cry to egg them on, but
according to our plan, he was about to head down to my position. By the time Dekker and his soldiers
finally reached the hilltop, all they’d find was an abandoned bonfire.
That left one soldier and Brutus at camp... this was going to be tricky, but it was still possible. I had to act
quickly: Brutus hadn’t left his tent, but it surely wouldn’t be long before he woke up and took control of
things. The soldier had begun battling the tent fire, and his back was turned to me. Taking advantage of
the camp’s soft terrain, I noiselessly crossed the clearing and knocked out the soldier with a single,
carefully aimed blow. I wasn’t too proud of that, but I didn’t see any other way to complete the rescue
without needlessly endangering ourselves. I dragged the soldier a short distance away from the burning
tent, and then sprinted behind the girl’s tent. This was the moment of truth: if I could get her out the
back and escape, it might even be a few minutes before anyone realized she was missing. I pulled a
small knife from my pocket. I normally used it for preparing dinner after a hunt, and it should be able to
cut through the back of a tent without much trouble.
“That’s far enough, boy,” came a calm, slightly smug voice from behind me. I whirled around: it was
Brutus! He stood between me and the forest, cutting off any hope of escape in that direction. He smiled
sardonically. “The report from Merkain preceded you. Did you really think I wouldn’t expect some sort
of rescue attempt tonight?”
I gulped, and tried to stall for time. “How did you get over here? I never saw you leave your tent!”
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Brutus shrugged, and unsheathed his sword with alarming confidence. “Obviously, you weren’t watching
the campsite closely enough. You’re out of your league, boy: an experienced soldier knows a diversion
when he sees one.”
Without warning, Brutus was knocked out by a blow from behind. “Apparently not,” quipped Jason, and
he gestured at Brutus’ inert form. “How in the world did you maneuver him into standing with his back
to me?”
I breathed a shaky sigh of relief. “I wasn’t expecting him to be there at all! It’s a good thing you’d already
planned to meet me here, or I would have been toast!” Sudden shouting from the hilltop warned us that
Dekker and his soldiers had reached Jason’s bonfire, and would be storming back down to the camp in
moments.
Jason nodded at the tent. “We’ve got maybe half a minute. Let’s do this.”
Using my knife, I dug into the tent’s material and cut out a crude hole. Crawling through it, I found
myself face-to-face with the girl for the second time. She stared at me in shock, but there was no time to
explain. Without the benefit of a common language, I used my knife to make a cutting gesture in the air
and nodded at the ropes around her hands. She immediately understood, and turned to put her back
and wrists toward me. Using the knife, I began to cut at her bonds. The rope was surprisingly stubborn,
but through sheer determination I managed to break through the first few strands. After that, the rest of
it came apart easily. I helped her out of the tent’s hole, where Jason was waiting nervously.
“They’re going to be here any second, Arman. We’ve got to go, now!”
The girl pointed in a direction which led deeper into the woods, gestured for us to follow, and then ran
like a deer. She had a beautiful gait, although this was a slightly stupid time for me to notice such things.
Jason and I started after her, and the three of us ran for all we were worth. With a peculiar tingling
sensation in my back, I remembered that fierce-looking bow that Dekker always carried. Even now, if he
happened to spot us running away, he had the means to prevent at least one of us from fleeing. No
arrows were forthcoming, however: after a few tense minutes of running, it really seemed that there
was no immediate danger of pursuit or retaliation.
We escaped into the murky night.

Sanctuary in the Grotto
Once the immediate peril was over, the girl slowed down to a much more sustainable jog, and we
continued following her through that seemingly endless forest. Nearly an hour passed this way, and just
as dawn’s light was starting to glow in the distance, the girl finally slowed to a walking pace. She looked
over her shoulder at us, and gestured forward encouragingly: perhaps she was leading us to a specific
location.
In the meantime, my mind was occupied: at first, I was simply buoyed by the excitement of our
successful rescue. As we continued our trek through the woods, however, it dawned on me that my
quest had reached an impressive crossroads. Up until now, my sole concern had been finding this girl.
Page 33 of 76

Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona
Once we’d found her, my sole concern had been rescuing her. Now, however, things were different: the
girl was free, and in our company. Aside from the language barrier, there were no further obstacles
between myself and her. All of Jason’s potential warnings came back to me, as well as my own reply: “All
I’m asking for is the chance to find out.” Well, now I was going to find out. The prospect both excited
and frightened me. What sort of person would this girl really be? Would things work out between us?
My reflections were cut short as the girl stopped next to a particularly gnarled tree, growing against a
hill that rose sharply in front of us. She gestured for us to follow her, got on all fours, and crawled
directly through a dense stand of bushes. I shot a quick glance at Jason, but he simply shrugged. “What?
Don’t tell me you came all this way and suddenly don’t trust her. Let’s see where she goes.”
We began crawling through the bushes, and suddenly found ourselves in a small tunnel which burrowed
into the hill. After a brief crawl, we emerged in a small, sheltered grotto underground. It was mostly
dark inside, but there were several shafts of daylight where tree roots had broken through, leaving tiny
gaps between the roots and the clayish walls. The actual walls must have contained trace elements of
some reflective mineral, because there was a vague sparkle on every surface. The girl was drinking out
of a tiny spring which bubbled out of the grotto’s floor.
Inspired by the secluded beauty of this place, and my first real chance to say something to the girl, I
cleared my throat and launched into the introductory greeting that I’d memorized back in Merkain’s
library. As soon as I began speaking the royal family’s traditional language, the girl’s head snapped up
from the spring, and stared at me in surprise. This emboldened me, and she listened with complete
attention during my entire recital (the greeting I’d picked was somewhat formal, and correspondingly
lengthy).
As I completed my greeting, however, a broad smile split her face, and she stifled a giggle. Crestfallen, I
turned to Jason. “I must have remembered it wrong. I should have gone for something simpler.”
The girl laughed appreciatively. “You said it beautifully.” We stared. She had a slight accent, but aside
from that, she had just spoken our own language perfectly. She pointed to me with a smile. “I remember
you from the desert. Your name is Arman. Arman Wells. I have to say, it’s nice to see a familiar face out
here.” She paused, hesitated for the briefest moment, and added, “I’m Marissa Kyndi.”
Marissa Kyndi... at long last, I knew her name! She gestured toward Jason. “And who are you?”
“I’m Jason Pella,” he replied, regarding her somewhat cautiously. “I’m a friend of Arman’s. Marissa, I
hope you don’t mind my asking... but if you can speak our language, then why did you pretend you
couldn’t understand Arman when you met him in the desert?”
Marissa grimaced, looking somewhat embarrassed. “I’m not proud of misleading you, but I had to be
careful. As you’ve probably figured out by now, I’m being hunted. I’ve found that strangers are less
guarded and easier to read when they think you can’t understand them.”
I regarded her curiously. “But why are you being hunted at all?”
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“That’s... a slightly longer story.” Marissa replied. She gestured at the rays of light, which came in
through the grotto’s walls. “This grotto will keep us safe during the day: Brutus and his men will never
find us here. Once it gets dark, we’ll need to set out again. Before we leave, I promise that I’ll explain
everything to you. For now, though, we should really get some sleep.”
I wanted to trust Marissa, but I couldn’t help pointing out: “The last time I fell asleep in a cave, you
disappeared.”
Marissa smiled at that. “Not this time. The way things have gone, I’m going to need all the help I can
get.” Her smile softened a little. “And I’m pretty sure I can trust you with a secret or two, after you took
such a huge risk to rescue me from the camp... thank you for that.”
We settled down in the grotto, and prepared to sleep through the day. Before I could rest, however,
there was one more question I had to ask her. “Marissa... if I said the greeting perfectly, then why did
you giggle at the end?”
Marissa chucked softly to herself. “Sorry about that... your delivery really was excellent. It’s just that
‘Arman’ sounds a lot like our word for ‘potato’. I guess it’s more obvious when you speak my language.”
“Oh,” I replied, not knowing what else to say. “Okay.”
Somewhere in the dim grotto, Jason snickered. “Good night, Potato.”

Marissa’s Story
I was woken out of my sleep by a gentle nudge on my shoulder. I opened my eyes, to find Marissa sitting
next to me. “Hey, wake up,” she said, “I went out and foraged some food for us. I’m afraid it’s just forest
pickings, but it’ll keep you going for another day.”
“No stew this time?” I smiled, accepting a handful of berries, nuts, and vegetables.
She shook her head, but she also returned my smile. “We can’t risk any fires while we’re on the run...
not even for a batch of my stew.” As I considered Marissa’s words, the phrase “on the run” began to sink
in. She was right: Jason and I were now fugitives from the Tribex. Regardless of my motives, I’d
effectively staged a prison break against a Tribex encampment, and liberated one of their captives.
Marissa had been watching the subtle play of thoughts cross my face, and she sighed sympathetically.
“Brutus captured me because I know something,” she explained, “And now that you’ve rescued me, he’s
going to assume that I’ve told you everything I know. That means he’ll be coming for all three of us. I’m
really sorry about that... it’s a very poor reward for your efforts yesterday.”
She stood up. “Let’s wake up Jason, and I’ll tell you the whole story. If Brutus is going to hunt you
anyway, you might as well know why.” As she walked over to Jason, I couldn’t help feeling an irrational
surge of glee: yes, we were fugitives from the Tribex... but at least I’d be spending a lot of the immediate
future with Marissa. However, I decided this was one insight I probably wouldn’t share with Jason: he
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might lose all faith in my ability to process rational thought. Worse still, he might adopt “Potato” as my
permanent nickname.
It was getting very dark in the grotto, so we moved our “breakfast” outside, next to the gnarled tree.
From there, we watched the sun set through the forest’s canopy, and ate our food together in silence.
Once we’d eaten our provisions, Marissa addressed us.
“How much do you know about the civil war?” she inquired.
“An old-timer from Merkain gave us an overview,” replied Jason, “The royal family couldn’t agree on
who the next king should be, so they split into two clans and started fighting each other.”
I chimed in, “There should have been a clear line of succession, but those records were destroyed, and
everyone blamed each other.”
Marissa nodded. “That’s essentially correct. And even though the fighting eventually died out, there was
never a resolution... to this day, we still don’t have a king. Ever since then, our entire civilization has
been slowly backsliding into anarchy. In fact, it’s already started: we’ve lost our common services and
infrastructure, and bandit gangs roam unchecked in the Argodah Valley.”
She half-smiled. “I’m not trying to depress you. I just want you to understand that things haven’t always
been this way: our civilization was pretty advanced and unified before the civil war. If a new king came
along and got people cooperating, we could have that again.”
“Sounds good to me,” said Jason, “But how do we get a new king?”
Marissa explained, “I’m something of a historian in my village. I study ancient texts, I interview elderly
people who know stories from the old days, and I look for clues in the ruined capital city. In my studies,
there were several references to an ancient vault: it was a long-term storage site which contained
duplicate copies of all the royal laws and histories.” She paused dramatically, and smiled. “That includes
the records which document the king’s line of succession.”
“In short,” I asked, “You want to find those backup records, and use them to determine the next king?”
“Forgive me for being skeptical,” observed Jason, “But I have a tough time believing that everyone will
rally around a 100-year old document. People are pretty much used to the way things are.”
Marissa shook her head. “We’re the first generation to think that way,” she explained earnestly,
“Because this is all we’ve ever known, and most people our age are out of touch with the people who
knew anything different. But if you ask your parents or your grandparents, you’ll find that it’s a very
different story. Trust me: if those records are found, there’s still a lot of people out there who care what
they say.”
She continued her narrative. “Now, when the original records were destroyed, these backup records
would normally have been retrieved from the vault, and that would have settled everything. But the
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location of the vault was never trusted to more than two or three people at any given time... and in this
case, they’d all been members of the king’s immediate family.”
“And they were all wiped out by the same sickness,” I blurted out, remembering that part of Gunhold’s
narrative.
Marissa nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly. So the finger-pointing started, and then the fighting. But after
several years of extensive research, a lot of help from some older ones in my village, and a few lucky
breaks, I think I know where the vault is! I made the final discovery just a few weeks ago. I knew I had to
get this information back to my village right away, so that they could decide what to do next!”
“So, where do the Tribex come into this?” I asked.
Marissa shuddered. “I guess I got a little overexcited about my find, because I shared my story at a local
inn, the night before I started back for my village.” She grimaced. “That was stupid. In the middle of the
night, a group of Tribex showed up at my door to capture me, and I barely escaped.”
“I know what that’s like,” muttered Jason. “The Tribex seem to have ears everywhere.”
“Anyway, I tried to lose them by cutting through the Southern Desert,” Marissa continued, and she
gestured in my direction. “That’s when I met you, Arman. I was on full alert by then, so I hope you can
forgive me for being a little paranoid, and leaving the cave in the middle of the night.”
I shrugged. “Under the circumstances, you had every right to be cautious.”
“Well, it wasn’t good enough,” she replied ruefully, “The Tribex picked up my trail again, almost
immediately after I entered the Argodah Valley. There were a few close calls, and then I wasn’t able to
get any new supplies at Bilford: I recognized one of their agents near the entrance, and I had to skip
directly to Merkain with what I had. They finally caught me a few hours out from the forest’s edge,
exhausted and starving, and I spent several days in a prison tent. They kept asking me where the records
were, but I wasn’t about to let the Tribex loose on something this important. If you hadn’t rescued me, I
don’t think I ever would have gotten out of there.” Her face broke into a grin. “But you did rescue me,
and now things are looking a lot better.”
There was a brief silence, as we considered Marissa’s story. “So, what are you planning to do now?”
asked Jason. “Bring your discovery back to your village, like you’d originally planned?”
Marissa nodded. “Absolutely! My job was simply to learn the location of the vault. I need to get that
information to the leaders in my village. They’ll know the best way to proceed.”
“We’d like to come with you, if you don’t mind,” I replied, “The Tribex are going to hunt us either way.”
“Yeah, count us both in,” replied Jason, “If there’s even a chance at getting a new king and doing
something about the bandits back home, I’m all for it.”
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She beamed. “I appreciate it, guys. Come on, then: let’s be on our way.” And without any further
preamble, we began following Marissa to her village under the cover of night.
Jason hung back from Marissa just a little, and waved me closer. “What do you think you’re doing,
Arman?” he quietly hissed.
I was taken aback. “I’m sorry, Jason. I never meant to get us mixed up in some ancient feud-”
Jason rolled his eyes. “Not that, stupid... why haven’t you told Marissa you’re interested in her!? Wasn’t
that the whole point of this trip?”
I was so surprised that I almost stopped walking. Jason was right! “I guess I was so caught up in
Marissa’s story that I forgot,” I admitted, “Sorry, Jason! It’s just been one thing after another for days.”
Jason sighed. “Against all the odds I can possibly imagine, you managed to not only find this girl, but also
rescue her from a camp of professional soldiers. Now, please tell me you aren’t going to spend the next
month looking for ‘the right time’ to tell her, and blow it.”
I nodded. “Okay, you’re right. I’ll find a chance to speak with Marissa as soon as we get to her village.”
“Glad to hear it,” replied Jason dryly, “I’d hate to think that I’d landed on the Tribex ‘watch list’ for
nothing.” We caught up with Marissa, and continued our journey to her village.
At the time, I remember believing that it would be smooth sailing from now on: sure, the Tribex weren’t
happy with us, but we could probably lay low in Marissa’s village until the heat died down. It would be a
nice opportunity to spend some time with her, anyway. And once Marissa handed off the knowledge of
her discovery, this whole business of ancient records and lines of succession would be out of our hands.
Which only proves that you can never know for sure.
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Part III: Into the Fire
The Flames Spread
Marissa clearly knew these woods well. After leaving the grotto, she confidently led us through the
darkened woods. I couldn’t see any obvious landmarks, but in less than an hour, we came across a slim
dirt path which wound its way off into the distance. Marissa pointed down the path. “If we follow this
trail, we’ll reach my village before sunup.”
So far, Jason and I had mostly followed behind Marissa. Now that there was a clear path to follow, I
decided to draw even with her: this would be a great chance to talk a little, and maybe get to know her
better. “What’s your village like?” I asked.
Marissa smiled just thinking about it. “It’s called Yaldin,” she began, “It’s small, but it’s also very pretty.
We built it on the foothills of a mountain range, so it’s surrounded on three sides by steep hills.”
“Sounds pretty sheltered,” I ventured.
Marissa nodded. “That was exactly the point. We still have trouble with the Tribex sometimes, but
Yaldin is a tough place to reach. If you don’t approach it directly, you have to contend with the hills.” She
chuckled. “Of course, my brothers would always dare each other to see who could climb them the
fastest. But they’d let me tag along sometimes, and then I’d get to see the most incredible view of the
entire valley.”
I considered this for a moment, weighing it against the dynamics of my own siblings. “Older brothers?” I
hazarded.
Marissa laughed. “Very much so. I’m the baby of my family, you see. I have 3 older brothers, and an
older sister. They’re a little overprotective sometimes.”
“I can sort of understand that,” I replied, nodding with a grin. “You see, I’m an older brother, too... I
have a younger brother and sister back at home.”
“And where’s your home, Arman?” asked Marissa. She sounded genuinely interested.
“It’s a city called Tridian,” I replied, “It’s north of the Southern Desert.”
Her eyes widened in surprise. “I’ve heard of it,” she said, “It’s supposed to be one of the largest cities on
the continent. What’s it like?”
I hadn’t really meant this conversation to be about me, but it was only fair that Marissa got to ask some
questions, too. “It’s as big as they say it is,” I confirmed, “Depending on where you draw the boundary
line, it takes more than a day to walk around the whole thing.”
She considered what I’d said. “Then it must be strange for you, travelling through the wilderness like
this.”
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I chuckled. “Actually, I grew up in the Argodah Valley, just like Jason. My family didn’t move to the city
until I was older. And even there, I hunt game for my parent’s meat shop, so I spend a lot of time in the
surrounding countryside.”
“Do you like the countryside better than the city?” asked Marissa... again, with that same genuine
curiosity. I didn’t want to presume, but it was just possible that Marissa might be interested in me, too.
In any event, I was starting to feel a curious glow of happiness blooming from this simple and ordinary
conversation. It was like a gentle fire from within.
“I definitely prefer the countryside,” I assured her, looking around me. It was still dark, but the moon
threw an enchanting light over everything. “When you’re in the city and you look around, you see... you
see ‘people things’ everywhere. Houses and roads, and masonry, and yelling merchants. And there’s
nothing wrong with being in the middle of all that, but... well, speaking personally, I can only do that for
so long before I need a break.” I gestured at the woods all around me. “But I never get tired of this, no
matter how long I’m out here.”
“Me too,” Marissa agreed, “It’s one of the reasons I spend as much time as I can out in the field, learning
about the past. I enjoy the trip at least as much as the actual studying.”
“About that,” I asked curiously, “How in the world did you convince three slightly overprotective
brothers to let you wander around the continent, studying ruins and things?”
She grinned. “I didn’t exactly convince them,” she replied, “But I chose history as my vocation, and they
can’t very well forbid me from serving the village. Of course, they still insisted that I wear my
grandmother’s armor for protection.” A shadow crossed her face. “That armor was an heirloom that’s
been in my family for generations. Now the Tribex have it.”
“I’m sorry about that,” I replied. “If things work out with that records vault, maybe the Tribex will get
along better with your clan, and you can get your armor back.”
Marissa smiled warmly at me, “Thanks, Arman.” she replied softly. Inside, I was positively glowing. I
wished that this walk, and this conversation could last forever. I felt a brief flush in my cheeks, and I
dropped my head involuntarily toward the ground: that’s when I noticed the myriad of footprints on our
path.
“There’s an awful lot of footprints on this path,” I remarked, pointing downward. “They’re practically
overlapping. Is this road travelled often?”
Marissa stopped dead in her tracks, instantly on alert. “No,” she replied warily, “It isn’t. There shouldn’t
be nearly that many footprints around here.”
“They’re recent,” offered Jason. “Like a whole column of people walked in this direction not too long
ago.”
Marissa and I exchanged worried looks. The footprints led in the direction of her village...
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“Marissa, how far away is your village now?” asked Jason.
“We should reach it in less than fifteen minutes,” she answered.
“Let’s get off the road,” I suggested, “And cover the rest of that distance through the trees. If anything
unusual is happening, hopefully we’ll know it when we see it.”
Jason sighed. “Once we’re back home safe, I swear I’m never crawling through underbrush again, for any
reason. Lead on.”
We spent several tense minutes picking our way through the darkened forest. Off the path, the trees
grew thick and close. This hindered our progress, but it also provided plenty of cover, and that was the
important thing. We strained our ears as we crept forward, but no sounds in that still night betrayed any
hint of what might lie ahead. Finally, Marissa gestured for us to stop.
“Beyond that row of trees,” she said, pointing ahead, “There’s a rocky outcropping and a short drop. My
village will be visible from there. One of us should crawl out and see if it looks safe.”
“I’ll do it,” I volunteered, “I’m used to sneaking around the woods when I hunt... if anyone dangerous is
out there, I’ll make sure I’m not seen.” I didn’t want to come off like one of Marissa’s overprotective
brothers, so I braced myself to listen attentively to any objections she might raise. She didn’t object,
however: she just nodded gravely, and told me, “Be careful, Arman.”
I nodded, lay flat on my stomach, and silently crawled past the tree line. Just as Marissa had promised,
there was a rocky outcropping and a short drop directly ahead. Beyond that was what appeared to be
the entrance to her village, but in front of that...
...in front of that was an entire blockade of Tribex soldiers!

Detour at Yaldin
I returned back to Jason and Marissa, and reported what I’d seen.
Marissa was incensed. “They’re getting bolder every day! We’ve had to put up with sly raids on our
supplies and outposts before, but this is the first time they’ve done anything this open. This is just a few
steps away from declaring war!"
Jason wrung his hands in frustration. “How did they get here so fast, anyway!? Did Brutus sneak ahead
of us while we were sleeping in the grotto?”
“Maybe,” I reflected, “But he wouldn’t necessarily have to. If Brutus had a pre-arranged smoke signal for
Gunhold, he could have done the same thing to mobilize this blockade. He strikes me as the kind of guy
who plans ahead.”
“I’d like to strike him,” Jason returned feelingly. “Can’t somebody stop these guys?”
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Marissa shook her head sadly. “Our clans aren’t as evenly matched as they used to be. If it ever came
down to open conflict, we wouldn’t stand a chance against the Tribex. As long as they’re only harassing
us, we basically have to roll with their punches.”
I frowned, and not just because of Marissa’s predicament. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I had the
definite impression that something significant had just been said. At the back of my mind, teasingly,
some near-connection stirred. I tried to pursue the thought further, but whatever it was, it remained out
of reach. I focused back on the present situation.
“I know it’s a small comfort,” I began, “But I don’t think these soldiers are interested in open conflict
against your clan. They weren’t making any move to invade your village: I’m pretty sure they’re just here
to prevent us from getting in.”
Jason nodded. “But where does that leave us, exactly? I don’t think that even the cleverest diversion is
going to get us past an entire blockade.”
Marissa hesitated, and her brow furrowed. “There’s a back entrance to the village,” she offered, “It’s a
hidden tunnel that opens up in a secluded pass, on the opposite side of the mountains. We could
probably reach it in about a day.”
Jason regarded her curiously. “You look like you have reservations about it, though.”
Marissa spread her arms helplessly. “The Tribex aren’t supposed to know about the tunnel. But with
everything that’s happened lately, I’m just not sure anymore. I think there’s a good chance that the pass
is still safe. But if I’m wrong, it would be a great place for the Tribex to ambush us.”
“How important is it that we reach your village?” I asked quietly.
She replied without hesitation. “It’s urgent. Finding that vault is our clan’s best hope of survival. If we
find the records and determine the next king, there’s a good chance that the Tribex and Syrah will
reconcile. We might even become one family again.”
“What if we just strike out for the vault ourselves?” suggested Jason, “We could get the records and
then take them somewhere safe, like Tridian. I’ll bet that even the Tribex would think twice about
attacking there.”
Marissa shook her head, and looked upset. “But... but that’s not my decision to make! It was always
understood that the leaders in my village would decide what to do about the vault. I’m just the person
who tells them where to find it.”
Marissa was gripped by indecision. Clearly, this was a situation that she hadn’t expected to handle on
her own: now she was struggling to determine the best course of action. My heart went out to her. All
along, she’d been confident that her role in this was nearly over, and now on the last stretch, she found
herself in over her head.
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“How well do you know the pass?” I asked gently. “Could you spot an ambush if the Tribex were waiting
there?”
Marissa thought about that for a minute. “I think so,” she replied cautiously, “The walls of the pass are
pretty steep, but they don’t offer much cover. They’d have a tough time hiding up there.” She
brightened. “That’s assuming they’re at the pass in the first place,” she added, “There’s still a good
chance they don’t even know about it.”
“Why don’t we try the pass, then?” I suggested. “If we can get this information to your village, you can
finish your assignment exactly as you’d planned.”
“Are you sure about this, Arman?” asked Jason warily, “We’ve been pretty lucky so far, but maybe it’s
time to play it safe. If we’re not sure about the pass, then shouldn’t we just go for the vault?”
“But we’re so close to the village already!” I insisted, “If Marissa thinks the pass is safe, then I’m willing
to trust her. And once we’re in the village, we can finally catch a breather from all this, and let someone
else worry about tomorrow for a while.”
Jason shrugged. “I’m with you there, Arman. Compared to this, bandits are starting to look like a picnic.”
Suddenly, I realized what had been bothering me earlier. “Marissa... you mentioned that the Tribex have
been harassing you with raids. Has it always been that way, or did it start up recently?”
Marissa thought carefully. “Things have always been tense with the Tribex. But I don’t think the raids
really started in earnest until a year or two ago.”
I raised an eyebrow at Jason. “Sound familiar?”
Jason frowned. “That’s exactly when the bandit problems started in the Argodah Valley. And they even
follow a similar pattern. Do you think there’s a connection somewhere?”
I nodded. “Maybe... Marissa, do you think the Tribex could be working with the bandits?”
To my surprise, she shook her head emphatically. “Not a chance. We might be at odds with Tribex, but
they have a very strict code about that sort of thing. Brutus is a perfect example: he’d rather suffer a
defeat than accept help from criminals in the fringe. Working with bandits would be absolutely out of
the question.”
I couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed. “Oh. It just seemed like an awfully big coincidence.”
Jason clapped me on the back. “I agree... but don’t worry about it. You’ll have plenty of time to ponder
Tribex conspiracy theories once we’re safe in the village, right?”
I smiled at that. “Right. Marissa... can you lead us to the pass?”
She nodded. “Follow me.”
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Journey to the Pass
We didn’t travel very far that evening. By about midnight, both Jason and I were feeling pretty
bedraggled from the nonstop walking and strange sleeping hours. Marissa still wanted to forge ahead,
but Jason pointed out (in the nicest possible terms) that she probably wasn’t aware of how worn out we
were, since she’d spent the last several days sitting in a tent. Diplomacy aside, he had a valid point, and
Marissa finally agreed to call it a day. She led us about ten minutes further through the woods until we
reached a small clearing: it was sheltered by a large rocky outcropping, and we settled there for the
night.
The next morning began in much the same way as the previous one: Marissa woke us up, and presented
us with a breakfast of berries, nuts, and vegetables. “You’re a morning person, aren’t you?” I asked, with
a smile and a yawn.
She laughed. “Humor me. I’ve spent the last several days sitting in a tent.” She directed that last remark
at Jason, who half-smiled and shrugged passively. After we ate, she resumed leading us toward the pass.
As we walked, the landscape around us gradually began to change: the ground became rockier and less
even, and the underbrush around us started to disappear. The trees were mostly pine, and in the far
distance, a mountain range dominated the horizon.
“Up ahead is the start of the mountain range near my village,” Marissa explained, as she led us through
the trees. “Right now, we’re only walking on the foothills.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial
whisper, and she drew closer to us with a grin. “Actually, if we continued in this direction, we’d probably
reach the vault in two or three days. But today,” she added, as her voice returned to normal, “We’re just
going to turn north and head for the first pass we encounter. We should be at the tunnel by noon, and
about ten minutes after that, we’ll be safe inside Yaldin.” The mere thought of being home again
seemed to put an extra skip in her step, transforming her gait from lovely to adorable.
Jason must have noticed my attentions toward Marissa, because he rolled his eyes at me and called
ahead: “Hold up, Marissa... I think some coins dropped out of my pocket. Just give me a few minutes to
see if they’re nearby.” He threw me a significant look which clearly telegraphed the sentiment “Get on
with it!”, and started walking back the way we’d come. Clearly, he felt I’d waited long enough for my
heart-to-heart with Marissa.
Jason probably thought he was doing me a favor by forcing this opportunity, but to be honest, I was a
little miffed at him. Marissa and I were already getting along fine, so why rush things? I wracked my
brain for something to say: if I didn’t take advantage of this opportunity, I figured that Jason’s next move
would be to shout “He likes you!” at the top of his lungs.
“He’s a good friend to you, isn’t he?” asked Marissa, with a slight smile.
It was a kind remark which could have meant many things, so I just smiled back and shrugged. “I never
would have made it this far without him.”
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Her smile turned slightly wry, although her voice remained kind. “He’s not very subtle, though. Arman,
let me make this easy for you... why did you come looking for me, after I left you in the Southern
Desert?”
I was taken aback. What could I say? What should I say? I’ll freely admit that I was inexperienced at this
sort of conversation, but it seemed to me that a straightforward question deserved a straightforward
answer.
“Because I liked you,” I blurted out, and with that in the open I felt myself grow more confident. “I
thought it was amazing how you rescued me out of that sandstorm, and I thought you were really
pretty. And I liked your stew and your singing. I wanted to find you again, and maybe get to know you
better.”
Marissa smiled warmly. “Thank you,” she replied, “I think it’s pretty amazing how you set out across the
Argodah Valley, just to find me. I mean, you didn’t even know my name, or if you’d ever see me again...
but you tried anyway. And then you rescued me from a camp full of Tribex!”
I shrugged somewhat bashfully. “In Jason’s words, you really made an impression on me. Besides, you
rescued me first. Thank you for that.”
Marissa laughed. “Well, let me put your mind at ease, Arman. I think you’re pretty interesting, too, and
I’m flattered that anyone would go to this much trouble. I’ve never considered myself much of a
romantic, but if that doesn’t bother you, I definitely wouldn’t mind getting to know you better once this
mission is over.”
I exhaled in relief. “Okay. Ice broken. I guess I should thank Jason, after all.”
Marissa smiled wryly. “Why not thank him now? He’s been listening behind that tree for the last
minute.”
I whirled around to see Jason coming out from behind a tree, his face beet red. “I found my coins,” he
said sheepishly.
“That was smooth, Jason,” I replied dryly, “But the next time I need to talk to Marissa alone, I’ll just ask.”
As we set out again for the pass, I walked alongside Marissa, practically bursting with happiness. Against
every dire prediction from Jason, I’d actually broken the ice with her... and things had gone pretty well! I
reflected on everything we’d been through to get this far: the impossible search, the near misses, the
rescue... I was more than ready for a well-deserved break, and it was starting to look like a lot of that
break would be spent in Marissa’s company. What more could I ask for?
Up ahead of us, I could see a pass framed against the mountains. Marissa pointed ahead: “There it is...
the Pass of Yaldin! Just a little further, guys... by noon, I’ll be introducing you to my friends and family!”
Noon. By noon, this journey would finally be over!
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The Pass of Yaldin
As we approached the pass, great clifftops loomed high above us. True to Marissa’s words, both sides of
the pass sloped steeply upward, and offered little in the way of cover. Some scattered pines had
managed to grow on the sharp slopes, but that was basically it. The floor of the pass wound its way
sharply around corners and hairpin turns, following the natural contours of the land: this was the sort of
road that a horse rider might take at full speed on a dare. Even on foot, it seemed like the road was
constantly twisting back and forth. If a bird was watching us from above, our path would have
resembled a jagged lightning bolt which cut between the two clifftops.
Marissa pointed to a freshly cut tree stump jutting out of one of the hillsides, near the floor of the pass.
“Occasionally, we’ll harvest some low-lying trees from this pass. It’s mostly to keep the pass safe, so that
rotten trees don’t fall on us.”
“Do you really use the pass that often?” asked Jason curiously, “I thought this was supposed to be a
secret entrance to Yaldin.”
Marissa smiled. “It’s a back entrance, but it’s not off-limits. The children like to play around here, too.
We must be getting close to the tunnel, if we’re seeing this many fresh stumps.” She noticed an entire
cluster of freshly cut stumps on one side, and frowned slightly. “Now, that’s just sloppy. There’s no
chance that every one of those trees needed to be cut. Someone’s getting carried away...”
Her voice trailed off as we rounded a blind corner. Not ten meters away from us, a large number of
fallen trees had been deliberately stacked across the path, effectively blocking it off. Marissa stopped
dead in her tracks, and spread out her arms to stop us. “That shouldn’t be here.” Her voice was barely a
whisper, and her face was ashen. Then, she abruptly did an about-face. “RUN!” Without asking any
further questions, Jason and I turned to follow her.
In that moment, three things happened. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a rustle of movement
from behind the stacked trees. An angry oath issued out from the same location. And, seemingly out of
nowhere, an arrow appeared in Jason’s leg. With a howl of pain, Jason stumbled and fell to the ground.
There was no time to think. Marissa and I grabbed an arm each, and we frantically hauled Jason back
around the corner. In my haste to pull Jason to safety, I lost my balance and began to fall over backward.
I quickly cupped my hands behind my head, to protect it from a concussion against the rocky terrain, but
I still landed roughly and felt a snapping sensation underneath me. In horror, I realized that I’d just
broken my bow: not only was one of us wounded, but now we were virtually unarmed!
Frantic rustling sounds were coming from the direction of the stacked trees, and I had no doubt that our
attackers were scrambling out of their hiding places to inspect their handiwork... or possibly finish the
job.
I nodded to Marissa. “Take Jason’s arm again. We’ve got to carry him out of here.”
Jason’s words came through clenched teeth, as he grimaced in agony. “Don’t be stupid, Arman! You’ll
never outrun them that way!” He shot a glance at Marissa. “Do the Tribex take captives?”
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Marissa nodded emphatically, although her face was still pale with shock. “Yes. They shot at me earlier,
too, but they stopped as soon as I surrendered.”
Jason turned back to me. “There you have it,” he concluded. “Get out of here, and let them waste their
time capturing me. If you argue or do anything other than run, the Tribex will get three captives today
instead of one. Find a way to rescue me once you’re safe. Go!” I hesitated. “GO!!” he bellowed, and
reluctantly Marissa and I fled back the way we came. The sounds of shouting and running footsteps
faded into the distance as we made our escape. I found my vision blurred by miserable, self-reproaching
tears... I couldn’t believe what had just happened! My mind went blank, and for the next little while, I
remember nothing else except running.
The next thing I remember is arriving at a sheltered, grassy hill somewhere. We’d been running for
almost an hour: the pass was a significant distance behind us, and we were back in the safety of the
woods. There hadn’t been any signs of pursuit, either, so we probably had a few minutes to collect
ourselves. I collapsed to the ground, exhausted in every possible way. It was just too much. We’d come
so close to reaching safety, a well-deserved rest, and a satisfying conclusion to Marissa’s mission... what
now?
I looked over at Marissa. She was sobbing openly into her hands. “I’m so sorry, Arman... I’m so sorry
Jason got captured. I never should have led us that way. I should have known it was too risky with all the
Tribex around...”
I sighed, and sat down next to Marissa. “It’s not your fault, Marissa,” I assured her, “We all agreed to
take that route. Besides, I should have noticed the warning signs earlier. The fact is, I wanted to reach
your village almost as badly as you did, and it distracted me. I guess all those finely-honed hunting
instincts weren’t worth much, after all.”
She looked up with a forlorn, desperate expression on her face. “What are we going to do now, Arman?
What can we possibly do?”
What indeed? At the moment, all I could think of was trying to comfort her. “We can start by not
worrying about whose fault it was. I’m not upset at you, Marissa,” I assured her, “The fact is, we
wouldn’t have made it this far without you.”
Marissa looked at me with wide, moistened eyes. “Arman, you wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t for me.
And Jason wouldn’t be captured.”
I shook my head. “You definitely can’t blame yourself for that, Marissa. Nothing would have stopped me
from making this journey. When I lost you in the desert, I remember thinking that I would journey into
the very heart of the fire, just to see you again.” I gestured around us, and put on the best smile I could.
“Well, here we are.”
Marissa leaned against my shoulder, and we just sat there for a while. After some time had passed, it
dawned on me that I’d put my arm around her without even realizing it. I ruefully realized that I’d have
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to be more mindful of that, now that we were alone in the middle of nowhere. If only we’d reached her
village... I reflected on that.
“Marissa,” I asked, “There’s no other way of reaching Yaldin, is there?”
She shook her head unhappily. “Even if there was, it’s obvious now that the Tribex will be watching
every approach.”
I thought about that. If we couldn’t reach the village, then what did that leave? And then I remembered
something that Jason had suggested earlier. “Marissa, do you still believe that finding the records vault
is your clan’s best hope of making peace with the Tribex?”
Marissa nodded silently, as she wiped away a few final tears. I stood up, and gently helped her to her
feet. “Then let’s go,” I said simply, “We’re going to find that vault ourselves, get the records, and set
everything right. If your clans are at peace, then we’ll probably get Jason back, too.”
Her eyes shone with hope. “Do you really think it will work?”
I nodded. “That vault’s just become my best hope, too. But I can’t find it without your help.” I gestured
in the general direction of the woods. “Can you show me the way?”
The corners of Marissa’s mouth twitched. It was a small smile, but it was a smile nonetheless. “Follow
me.”

A Journey Renewed
Our journey to the vault began by retracing our earlier steps, until we were back in the foothills we’d
seen earlier that morning. From there, we veered sharply to the west, and headed directly for the
mountain range that we’d previously only glimpsed from a distance. Somewhere in that mountain range
was the vault.
Despite my fears for Jason and the importance of our journey, I couldn’t help admiring the region
through which we travelled. The foothills weren’t as lush as the forest, but they had a beauty all their
own. Pine trees were scattered everywhere: their trunks were tall, strong, and a vibrant brownish-red.
Countless pine needles littered the ground, giving the entire hillside a fresh and pleasant odor. The trees
were distributed in what might be considered a haphazard fashion: thick in places, completely absent in
others, but always surrounding us. The underbrush was scarce but varied, and the occasional bold
flower could be seen pushing its way through the carpet of dried needles.
Through it all, Marissa and I kept up an almost constant dialog, and one of the first things I wanted to
discuss was our destination. “So, how do we find this vault, anyway?” I asked. “Do we have to trace the
line of a tree’s shadow at a certain time of day, or answer some ancient riddle?”
Marissa laughed at my fanciful guesses. “No, I’m afraid it’s nothing that interesting. The vault is actually
hidden in plain sight, near a waterfall.”
I raised my eyebrow at that. “A waterfall? Isn’t that a pretty obvious place to hide something?”
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Marissa shook her head. “It’s not hidden at the waterfall itself. The stream which leads away from the
waterfall winds its way against the face of a tall cliff. Just a little distance downstream, there’s a tiny spit
of land which juts out from the cliff into the water. From the opposite bank, it looks absolutely
insignificant... but if you actually cross the river and reach that land, it conceals a natural fissure which
leads into the mountain. The vault is inside.”
“That’s impressive,” I remarked, “A thousand people could walk past that stream, and probably none of
them would think of looking closer. How did you find out about it?”
Marissa grinned. “Oh, the tales I could tell you, Arman! It’s taken years of piecing together old clues and
damaged evidence to learn about this place. One of these days, I’ll have to tell you the full story... but I
found the vault’s location in an old book, which I’d managed to salvage from a burned-out library above
the Southern Desert. That was an incredible day.”
When Marissa said that she’d have to tell me the full story “one of these days”, I felt that familiar warm
glow again... it was a wonderful thing to imagine that time would pass, and I could still be in her
company to hear more. I felt a sudden twinge of guilt for enjoying this part of the journey so much: even
if Jason had been captured without any further harm, his arrow wound was undoubtedly giving him a lot
of pain right now. However, if Jason was here, he’d probably call my guilt irrational... so I tried not to
dwell on it too much.
Instead, I asked Marissa, “What’s the old capital like?”
She grinned again. This was clearly a favorite subject of hers. “I was going to save the surprise until later,
but you’re actually going to see it for yourself! This mountain range overlooks the old royal territory, and
once we climb high enough, you’ll be able to see it all: the capital city, the service roads leading out, and
even the castle. And I can tell you what all the old buildings were!”
Marissa’s voice had taken on an almost gleeful tone, as it began to dawn on her that she’d finally found
an audience for the knowledge she’d been steadily gathering over the years. I laughed delightedly. “I’d
like that. Are the buildings still fairly intact, or are they really broken down?”
Without hesitating, she launched into a detailed and enthusiastic explanation. “Well, you have to
understand that the royal territory is where most of the fighting was, so those buildings took a real
beating. It wasn’t just the outright battles, either: there was sabotage, and everything else, too! I mean,
they built those old structures to last, but it sure wasn’t enough! Once this is all over, I’ll have to take
you out there and show you up close: there’s places where you can still see the stress lines against the
broken columns, where groups of militants deliberately pulled them down. Even the direction that the
columns were pulled in can tell us a lot about their tactics...”
I listened with fascination, asking occasional questions and offering simple observations to complement
her narrative. Between the beautiful surroundings, the equally attractive travelling companion, and the
brilliant conversation, the hours flew by joyfully. That was a remarkable thing in itself, because I hadn’t
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lost sight of our current plight, or what was at stake... but there it was. I was happier than I’d been for a
long time, and I loved to hear the world explained through Marissa’s words.
The afternoon passed, the sunset came and went, and soon we were looking for shelter. However, that
was easier said than done: aside from the scattered pine trees, the foothills offered very little in the way
of cover. Still, it was a temperate night, and I was about to suggest that we sleep under the stars when
Marissa found a natural overhang, formed by a large, rocky outcropping. The only downside was that
the overhang was only big enough to shelter one person.
Without even thinking, I offered it to Marissa. “Go ahead and take the shelter. I can sleep outside
tonight.”
Marissa smiled warmly. “Thanks, Arman,” she replied, and she began crawling into the overhang.
It took me several seconds to realize that I’d been unconsciously expecting some form of protest from
her, and hadn’t heard any. I took a conversational risk, and blurted out: “To be honest, I was expecting
one of those ‘guys versus girls’ arguments, where you insist that you don’t need special treatment. Don’t
you at least want to insist on taking turns, or something?”
Marissa laughed heartily. “You’re only trying to be nice... why would I throw that back in your face? Just
promise that if anything dangerous happens, you’ll wake me up instead of trying to face it alone. Deal?”
“Oh, sure,” I replied, feeling slightly silly, “I mean, I’m not actually expecting any danger out here. I just
thought...”
From inside the alcove, a knowing smile appeared on Marissa’s expressive face. “Arman, it’s okay. I have
3 older brothers who worry about me constantly, remember? Believe me... I understand. See you
tomorrow.”
“See you tomorrow, Marissa,” I replied softly. I sat down with my back against a nearby tree, and looked
up at the stars as they began to come out. The warm summer breeze whistled gently through the pines,
and ghostly clouds drifted aimlessly across the sky. In spite of everything that happened earlier that day,
I felt myself overwhelmed by contentment, and fell into a peaceful slumber.

The Talbin Mountain Range
I’d half-expected to wake up to another foraged breakfast, courtesy of Marissa. To my surprise,
however, I was the first one up today: when I looked for Marissa, she was still sound asleep under the
rocky overhang. I smiled at the serene appearance of her face: how could anyone look that peaceful,
stranded away from home and fleeing an army of Tribex? I realized that Marissa might not appreciate
me gazing at her while she was asleep, so I turned my attention to my surroundings.
Somehow, the mountain range seemed closer than I remembered it the previous night: it was bathed in
the sun’s early glow from the east, and every craggy feature seemed crystal clear in the sharp morning
air. In contrast, the valleys surrounding the mountains were blanketed in a thick fog: it gave me the
strangest feeling that we had climbed above the clouds, and were gazing down at an immeasurably
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distant world below. A few gentle notes floated on the air, as the first chorus of birds began to warm up
for the day’s repertoire.
A thought occurred to me: what if I provided the breakfast today? Even without my bow, I knew a few
tricks for trapping birds alive. If Marissa slept for another half-hour, I could probably have a couple of
birds prepared to eat. I began combing the ground for suitable bait: there weren’t as many berries up in
the foothills, but I found a wide variety of nuts that would probably do just as well.
“Morning, Arman!” called Marissa’s friendly voice from behind me, “Are you finding us some
breakfast?” Okay, so it was too late to surprise her. I might as well let her in on my plan.
“Something like that,” I explained, turning to face her, “I’m going to use these nuts as bait, to catch
some food for us. One bird each should be enough.”
She looked curious. “How are you going to cook the birds without a fire?”
I stared back at her blankly. “Without a fire? Why wouldn’t we...” As soon as the words were out of my
mouth, I suddenly understood, and felt slightly stupid. “Oh, right,” I amended, slapping my palm against
my face, “We can’t let the Tribex see us. And if there’s one thing we can trust them to notice, it’s a
smoke signal.”
“Don’t worry Arman,” said Marissa reassuringly, “You can show me your hunting skills some other time.
But those nuts you’ve found are pretty nutritious. Why don’t we start breakfast with that?”
After a few minutes, we both agreed that it would take too long to forage an entire breakfast at once.
Instead, we simply resumed our course for the mountains, plucking nuts and edible vegetation off the
ground as we went. It wasn’t the most substantial meal I’ve ever had, but it was enough to keep us
going. It would be harder to find food in the mountains, so we continued to pick up whatever we could
find, and brought it with us. After a pleasant morning march, the mountains loomed high over our heads
like giants.
“This is the Talbin mountain range,” Marissa announced, gesturing grandly above and ahead of us. “If
we can just hike over this first mountain, the vault should be on the opposite slope.”
I gave the mountain a good look. As majestic as it was, I could see right away that it wasn’t impassable.
There were any number of natural trails which wound their way up the steep sides, sneaking between
ridges and circumventing chasms. And we didn’t necessarily need to make our way to the peak: we only
had to get high enough to begin scaling down the other side.
“That looks like a good day’s work,” I observed, “But it’s nothing we can’t handle, especially with a good
guide.”
Marissa smiled at my implied compliment. “As it happens, I know this particular mountain very well. It
lies between my village and the old royal territory, so I climbed it almost every time I visited the old
capital for research.”
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To state the obvious, climbing a mountain is more physically demanding than a stroll through the
woods: even the natural trails were steeper than they’d appeared from below. We paced ourselves
carefully, and rested when necessary. In this manner, we made steady progress across the mountain:
every time I looked backward, I was amazed at how high we had already climbed. I found myself
enchanted by the wide variety of environments that could be found so close to Marissa’s village. It was
no wonder she’d developed such an appreciation for the outdoors!
When our path wasn’t too steep, we’d snatch an opportunity to talk. “I never got a chance to ask,
Arman,” began Marissa, as we picked our way through a shallow, wooded stretch of the trail, “What
were you doing in the desert in the first place?”
“I was just trying to get to my cousin’s wedding,” I explained, “The trail I’d picked through the Southern
Desert was supposed to be a safe one: I’ve made the journey a few times since my family moved to
Tridian. I’ve never seen a sandstorm like the one which blew me off course that day.”
“Me neither,” agreed Marissa, “I’d already huddled down in the cave to wait it out. It’s a good thing you
shouted as loud as you did, or I’d never have known you were out there.”
“And why did you go out looking for me?” I asked, interested. “For all you knew, I was one of the Tribex
agents chasing after you.”
She nodded somberly. “I know,” she said, “And for a moment, I really hesitated. But I finally decided
that whoever it was, I couldn’t leave them out there to die.” She shrugged. “If it had been a Tribex
agent, I guess I just would have been caught that much sooner.”
I cocked my head in surprise. “Couldn’t you have knocked him out, or drugged his stew, or something?”
Marissa laughed at that. I hadn’t known many people who laughed as readily as she did, but it was
starting to grow on me. “Don’t be fooled by the red armor I was wearing,” she grinned, “I only wore it
because my brothers insisted on it. I’m a historian, or an archeologist... or anyway, something along
those lines. I’m no warrior, and the fact is, I don’t want to be.”
“I think I can understand that,” I replied, “Even though I hunt for a living, I’d never want to deliberately
shoot another person.”
She smiled mischievously. “What if someone was threatening to kill me? Would you shoot them then?”
I was taken aback by that, and whistled softly. “You know how to ask the hard questions, don’t you?”
She shrugged, but now she was grinning broadly. “It’s a good question, though! What would you do?”
I reflected carefully. “I don’t think it’s wrong to come to somebody’s defense,” I finally said, “But firing
my bow would have to be an absolute last resort: basically, some melodramatic scenario where it’s
either you or him. I hope it never happens.” I gestured at the broken bow slung over my shoulder. “Not
that it makes any difference right now, since my bow’s broken. I guess I’d have to defend you some
other way.”
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Marissa nodded acceptingly, and after a few seconds, I prompted her: “Well, what did you think of my
answer? Did I pass?”
She smiled again, and this time it was a warm smile. “Of course! It’s a relief to know that someone has
my back out here. I’d probably try to protect you, too. Anyway, I definitely wouldn’t stand there and do
nothing.” She looked thoughtful for a moment, and then added somewhat bashfully: “By the way... I
really like the way you think things through. You put so much care into what you say.”
The familiar warm glow burned within me again. “Let’s keep looking out for each other, then.”
Suddenly, Marissa pointed ahead to a tiny grove of pines, nestled against a steep cliff face. “We should
stop there for the night. It’s a good, sheltered place to hide from the wind, and prying Tribex eyes.”
My head snapped up to horizon, and I realized with some shock that the sun had nearly set. “Good
grief... have we really walked the whole day away? I’m starving!”
Marissa didn’t quite laugh out loud, but her eyes twinkled. “We’ll eat whatever we’ve brought with us
before turning in. By this time tomorrow, we’ll be on our way back.”
I nodded, and then paused as the full implication of her statement hit me. “You mean...”
“Yes,” said Marissa simply, “We’ll reach the vault tomorrow.”

A World in Ruins
I was awakened just before dawn, by a savage boom so loud that it seemed to explode from inside my
head. I leapt to my feet with a surge of adrenaline, ready for anything: bandits, Tribex, or quite possibly
the end of the world. I jerked my head one way and then another, but I didn’t see anything that could
explain what I’d just heard. The rolling echoes of the explosive sound seemed to bounce all around me,
making it impossible to pinpoint their source.
Behind me, I was dimly aware of Marissa getting up and approaching me. “It’s thunder,” she explained,
gesturing up and over the ridge of the mountain, “Probably from a storm on the other side.” She tried to
appear calm, but her voice had an unmistakable quiver: obviously, she had also been shaken by the rude
awakening.
“Are we in danger?” I asked, a little anxiously.
With an effort, Marissa regained her composure. “No,” she replied reassuringly, “The Talbin range
produces a lot of thunderstorms, but they always roll away from the peaks. That thunderstorm is safely
trapped on the other side of this mountain.”
“But that’s where we’re heading today,” I pointed out. As if to punctuate my statement, the air was
seared by another terrific bang.
“Don’t worry,” she assured me, shouting over the booming echoes, “By the time we climb over the
ridge, that storm will be long gone.”
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The sun wasn’t quite up yet, but there was no chance of going back to sleep under the current
circumstances. We decided to head for the vault immediately, and began climbing our way toward the
ridge which divided the eastern face of the mountain from its western face. True to Marissa’s word, the
thunderous booms grew quieter and less frequent, and by the time we were approaching the top of the
ridge, they’d ceased completely.
It was still a few hours until noon. Marissa reached the top of the ridge just ahead of me, and looked
back with a wide grin on her face. “You’re going to love this.” She promised. I took the last few steps to
the top of the ridge, peered over the edge, and gasped in astonishment. In front of me, the western face
of the mountain gradually descended until its roots intertwined with the next mountain in the chain. But
it was the view to the northwest which immediately commanded my attention.
In the plains beyond the mountain range, the ruins of a massive city were spread out before me: a
metropolis that made even my home of Tridian look like a farmstead by comparison. The city was in a
state of utter ruin and neglect, and yet it required no imagination to see what a glorious place it had
once been. Shattered walkways and broken bridges crossed a river, which wound its way through the
streets. The skeletons of broken buildings stood several stories high in places: it left me wondering at
the scale this place was originally built. Elaborate aqueducts and a graceful layout suggested a
population that was gifted with engineering. The spires, arches, and beautifully designed buildings
hinted at a rich culture that loved to live among beauty.
The city’s scale and grandeur was only matched by its complete and utter desolation. The river was
currently choked with debris, and had flooded over into many of the surrounding districts. Not a
building remained that was entirely whole: walls had collapsed, ceilings had caved in, and entire
sublevels had given way to produce massive sinkholes. And at one end of the city stood a magnificent
pile of rubble, unrecognizable in form, but too large to be anything but the graveyard of a massive
castle.
I turned to Marissa. “What...” I grappled for the words. I wasn’t sure how long I’d spent looking at the
ruined city, but it sounded strange to hear my voice break that solemn silence. “What is it?” I finally
asked.
“Our capital,” replied Marissa soberly. She must have noticed the horror and wonder in my voice,
because she added, “I’m sorry, Arman. I’ve known this view for years, and I’d forgotten how it can affect
people. It really does a number on you the first time, doesn’t it?”
I gestured in disbelief at the ruin that was spread out beneath us. “What happened down there?”
“The civil war,” she replied quietly, “Our weapons used to be a lot better, you know... if you can call that
sort of destruction ‘better’. Most of the damage was done in the first year of fighting. By the time the
exodus started in earnest, the castle was already ruined beyond repair.”
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“I don’t know what to say,” I replied, and it was true. I didn’t have any way to describe the scale of what
I was seeing... and even if I did, the impossible juxtaposition of beauty and devastation was simply
beyond words. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”
Marissa nodded. “I know exactly what you mean. Just remember, Arman: this city wasn’t the product of
some ancient, forgotten race.” She gestured to the incredible scene spread out far below. “A century
ago, this was us. And if we manage to set things right, we can build something like this again.”
We quietly made our way down the mountain’s western slope, sobered by the distant ruins that were
always in view. It was a strange thing, though: even though we never lost sight of the devastated city, it
weighed less heavily on me as we continued to travel. The sun was still shining, the birds were still
chirping, and the wind still blew pleasantly across the vegetation. In the face of that, even the great
ruins spread out before us seemed to diminish.
Marissa must have noticed my face gradually relaxing, because she smiled in my direction: “How’s your
perspective doing? Recovered yet?”
“I’m not sure,” I replied, “I’ve never even imagined a place like that could exist... it’s a lot to take in. But I
think I’m starting to understand why you became a historian.”
She grinned broadly. “I’m really glad you appreciated it. Come on, though... the best part is still ahead.”
She pointed across the mountainside, to a stream spilling down into the valley below. My eyes followed
her finger as she traced upward... toward a waterfall.
“Is that what I think it is?” I asked eagerly.
She nodded excitedly. “The vault’s right around here. Let’s start looking.”

The Records Vault
Marissa and I followed the river, driven by the knowledge that our goal was close. In just a few minutes,
we found a tiny spit of land that jutted away from the cliff face and partially into the river, forming a
stony island which clung to the side of the cliff. From the opposite bank where we stood, it looked
absolutely unremarkable... but if Marissa’s information was correct, then we were almost looking at the
entrance to the vault.
The river was deep, but not particularly fast, so we simply waded into the current and began swimming
to the other side. About halfway across, through some unspoken understanding, our swim abruptly
became a race. My arms strained against the current with vigorous strokes, and I soon became aware
that Marissa was falling behind. I considered my position: should I press ahead and go for a
straightforward win, or slacken my pace and risk the accusation of patronizing her? My decision was
abruptly taken out of my hands, when I was grabbed by the ankle and yanked sharply backward. I
caught a mouthful of water and came up spluttering, as Marissa swam past me like an otter. She
reached the opposite shore well ahead of me, and watched me swim the rest of the way with a
triumphant grin on her face.
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“I’m pretty sure that was cheating,” I remarked, in mock reproof.
“Oh, was it?” asked Marissa innocently, “I don’t remember agreeing to any rules.” We had a good laugh
over the race, and then turned our attention to the matter at hand. The rocky island was as small as it
had appeared. However, from where we were standing, it was now apparent that the terrain sloped
downward toward the cliff face. A sizable fissure had formed at the base of that cliff, exactly where
Marissa’s information had said it would be. The lay of the land had perfectly hidden the fissure from us,
until we were practically standing in front of it. It was a marvel that anyone had discovered it in the first
place.
“Look, Arman,” she exclaimed, “It’s really here!”
I gestured to the dramatic rend in the stone, our gateway to the records vault. “It’s your discovery,
Marissa... care to do the honors, and enter first?” Marissa nodded excitedly, and crawled into the
fissure. I crawled in after her, hoping fervently that the vault would contain the answers we needed.
For the first several meters, we were just crawling through a narrow tunnel in complete darkness. A
short distance into our trek, however, I saw a dim light ahead of us. The tunnel opened up into a small
hallway: it was still only wide enough to accommodate one person at a time, but at least now we could
stand up straight and walk. Its squared-off sides and floor clearly indicated that it was artificial. As we
followed the hallway through several turns, it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen an obvious light source.
“Where’s the light coming from?” I asked Marissa.
In front of me, Marissa shrugged. “I can’t tell. It’s not particularly bright, but it almost seems to come
from everywhere. It’s probably an artificial lighting technique that they built into the tunnel, but I
couldn’t begin to guess how it’s accomplished.” She grinned. “Maybe it’s explained in the records
somewhere.”
We continued down the hallway. It soon opened into a large underground chamber, lit by the same dim
light as before. It was roughly square in shape, perhaps several meters along each side. The floor was
decorated with a cobblestone pattern, arranged in concentric rings around a circular keystone in the
middle. The ceiling was plain and domed, likely to increase the chamber’s strength. The cobblestone
floor was bare, but the walls were lined with various shelves and bookcases.
We walked to the center of the room and stood there for several minutes, just taking it all in. We had
finally made it... the records vault! Finally, I spoke up. “Where should we start looking for the king’s line
of succession?”
Marissa pointed to a shelf in the far left corner. “Over there,” she said, pointing, “That shelf has the
king’s seal above it.” She approached the shelf, and began scanning the various papers and books.
“Ah, there you are,” observed a wry voice from behind us. Marissa and I spun around in alarm. It was
Brutus! In utter disbelief, we watched as Dekker and the three soldiers from the campsite quietly filed
into the room. Dekker, in particular, looked very pleased with himself. Needless to say, all five Tribex
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were armed. Brutus surveyed the room appraisingly. “Somehow, I’d pictured something grander. Still,
the important thing is that it’s been found.”
I could barely accept what I was seeing. Not now, of all times! I quickly scanned the room, but the
chamber’s only exit was the hallway we’d come in through... and it was currently blocked by the Tribex
soldiers. There was absolutely no chance of running away from this one.
A strained silence hung in the room for several seconds. Finally, Marissa spoke up: “How in the world did
you manage to find us!?”
Brutus cocked his head in mild surprise. “So, you can speak the common language after all! I should have
known. If you must know, we actually lost track of you near Yaldin. Fortunately, one of our scouts
happened to spot you climbing an exposed patch of the foothills. We’ve been following at a safe
distance ever since.” He gave a short laugh. “Although I must admit, you gave us quite a start when you
disappeared near the stream outside. We only discovered the fissure by systematically searching the
nearby banks. I can see why no one’s ever found this place by accident.”
I bristled indignantly. “Okay, fine: you’ve found us! As long as you’re here, why don’t you tell us what
you’ve done with Jason? Is he safe, or did you just finish him off after you shot him in the leg?”
To my surprise, Brutus frowned. “We did no such thing. Jason was already wounded when we found
him, and we took him into custody. The trauma rendered him unconscious, or I would have asked him
for more information.”
“I’m so sick of your lies!” shouted Marissa furiously, “At least have the spine to admit what you’ve
done!”
Brutus held his hands up, in a placating gesture. “Peace, Marissa. This time around, I’m not here to fight
you. We just need to read the records, and determine who the next king will be.”
Marissa was not so easily placated. She stormed at Brutus, “Do you really expect me to believe that,
after you hunted me across half the continent and took me prisoner? If you only wanted to read the
records, then why did you capture me?”
Brutus eyed her calmly. “I didn’t want to hold you captive, but you refused to cooperate with my men...
and I couldn’t have you running ahead of me and reading the records first. You see, there’s a small
chance that the next king will come from the Syrah clan. If that happened, and you made the discovery
alone, the Tribex clan would have trouble accepting it... some might even question its authenticity.” His
gaze cooled several degrees, as he looked in my direction. “Thanks to your interference, we very nearly
ran that risk.”
In spite of Brutus’ disapproving glance, I felt the first cautious stirrings of hope. If Brutus was telling the
truth, then all he wanted was to ensure that the records were taken seriously. In that case, we might
even be able to resolve this peacefully! However, his one-sided analysis of the situation worried me. “I
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want to believe you, Brutus,” I began, “But I think you’ve forgotten something. What about the Syrah
clan?”
Brutus frowned again. “What about them?” he asked impatiently.
“Oh, come on Brutus!” I replied in exasperation, “What if the opposite thing happens? What if the next
king turns out to be a Tribex, and the discovery’s made by a group of Tribex who strong-armed a Syrah
into helping them find it? Don’t you think the Syrah will have just a little bit of trouble accepting that?”
Brutus regarded me with uncertainty. He opened his mouth once, and then closed it again. As the
silence grew, so did my incredulity. Was it really possible that Brutus has pursued this entire campaign,
without once considering that perspective? Could the man’s reasoning really have such a stark blind
spot? But then I remembered what I was dealing with: two rival clans, with at least a century of
bickering and feuding between them. Just minutes ago, even Marissa had immediately jumped to the
conclusion that Brutus was lying. Yes, it was entirely possible that Brutus had overlooked this.
In front of me, Brutus was reluctantly reaching the same conclusion. “Perhaps we’ve both gone about
this the wrong way. Protecting the Tribex means a great deal to me, but if we’re going to be ruled by a
common king...”
He looked back to Marissa. “What do you say, Marissa? Are you willing to read the records at the same
time as me? Your friend here can vouch that it was done voluntarily, and then everyone will know this
was above board.”
Marissa hesitated, and to my surprise, looked at me with a “what do we do now” expression on her
face.
I shrugged. “If this is our best chance to resolve things peacefully, I say we take it.”
“Brutus,” interrupted Dekker, “We shouldn’t do this. If the next king turns out to be Syrah, we’ll lose
every advantage we’ve gained over them! We’ve worked hard to get where we are... who cares what a
bunch of old papers say?”
Brutus shook his head reprovingly. “You still don’t understand, Dekker. What’s best for the Tribex is
peace: if we can bring the clans together again, our military advantages won’t even be necessary.” He
began walking toward Marissa, and the shelf with the king’s seal above it.
Dekker sighed. Then, to my astonishment, he drew an arrow from his quiver, fitted it to his bow, and
pointed it directly at Brutus! On hearing the sound, Brutus turned to face Dekker, and froze in complete
disbelief.
In the stunned silence which followed, Dekker shook his head ruefully. “I really wish you hadn’t done
that, Brutus.”
In one instant, everything had changed.

Page 58 of 76

Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona

Conflagration
Brutus’ initial shock subsided, and he fixed Dekker with a furious glare. If looks could kill, Dekker might
have actually burst into flames. Unfortunately, this didn’t happen, and finally Brutus spoke. “You’ve
made a huge mistake, Dekker.”
Dekker didn’t flinch, and he kept his bow trained on Brutus. “I’m sorry about this, Commander, I really
am. I’ve tried so many times to show you what needed to be done. But now that it’s come to this, I can’t
allow you to jeopardise the Tribex clan’s position.”
Brutus didn’t bother arguing. He just turned to the three soldiers blocking the hallway, and nodded at
Dekker. “Place Dekker under arrest.” The men didn’t obey. Instead, they stood there, looking vaguely
uncomfortable but also determined.
Dekker smiled chidingly, and relaxed his bow just a little. “Brutus, have you already forgotten? I helped
you pick the men for this mission. They’re loyal to my cause. Do you really think I’d show my hand now,
if I wasn’t sure of that?”
The gravity of our situation was starting to set in. Brutus was a formidable opponent, but I’d seen for
myself that he was the more moderate one. If Dekker was running the show now, things were going to
go badly for all of us.
“You did fire on Jason, didn’t you?” growled Brutus quietly, “You deliberately ignored my orders,
knocked Jason unconscious, and then lied to me about it.”
Dekker nodded. “If it makes you feel any better, my ambush at the pass was a complete fiasco. It was
supposed to kill all three of them cleanly: no survivors, no witnesses. Unfortunately, Marissa spooked
before we could line up our shots, and then one of the archers panicked and fired a hasty shot at Jason.
It was the worst thing he could have done: not only did two of our targets escape, but they escaped with
knowledge that there had been an ambush. Until we’d settled things on this end, we had to hang onto
Jason... there was no way to know what Marissa and her friend would tell you, if we caught up with
them.”
I was seething. “So basically, once you’ve ‘settled things on this end’, Jason’s next on your hit list?”
Dekker smiled ironically. “Actually, Jason will probably outlive all of you... as long as he doesn’t do
anything stupid. He’ll never know what happened here, and once we destroy the succession records, it
doesn’t matter what Marissa’s told him about this vault.” He shrugged. “Unfortunately, you and Marissa
will both have to die. I can’t have you running around, spreading rumors and discontent about Brutus’
death.”
“You’re a fool, Dekker!” Brutus snarled, “Even if you have a few cronies in the military, do you honestly
think the rest of the Tribex will just fall in line with your ambitions?”
Dekker laughed heartlessly. “I’m afraid you’ve only made that easier for me, Brutus. Now that I have to
kill you anyway, I might as well blame Marissa for it. Just imagine when the Tribex hear how their
Page 59 of 76

Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona
beloved commander died in a cowardly Syrah ambush! Why, they’ll line up by the dozens for a shot at
our rivals... and I’ll be right there at the forefront, leading the charge.”
It was pretty clear where this was going. Any moment now, Dekker would decide it was time to start
shooting: if that happened, it would be all over for us. Marissa was unarmed, and by her own admission,
she didn’t know the first thing about combat. My bow was still broken, which only left me with my
hunting knife... and that would be useless against Dekker and three fully-armed soldiers. Brutus had a
sword, and presumably some skill in using it... but if he made any move to reach for his weapon, Dekker
would undoubtedly shoot him on the spot. If we wanted to survive this, fighting was out of the question.
What did that leave?
As Dekker was wrapping up his dialog with Brutus, I desperately scanned the room for inspiration. The
exit was still a non-starter: the three soldiers hadn’t budged from their position, and the hallway was
narrow enough that even one of them could block it. There was nothing useful within arm’s reach, and if
I tried to move, Dekker would immediately notice. Brutus was still tensed near the middle of the room,
and he would undoubtedly spring at Dekker if he was given the chance. Of course, Dekker knew this too,
which is why most of his attention was focused on Brutus. As for Marissa... I wasn’t sure what Marissa
was up to. She was gazing intently at the shelf which most likely held the records of succession. She
noticed me looking at her, and silently mouthed the words, “I’ve got your back.” Not knowing what else
to do, I mouthed back, “Me too.”
Did Marissa have a plan, then? I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t dare risk any further communication. I decided
that my best move was to stall things at any cost, and keep everyone’s attention away from Marissa: if
she had a plan, this would give her the best chance of carrying it out.
My decision didn’t come a second too soon. Dekker tensed his bow again, and said: “Anyway, that’s
enough talking. For what it’s worth, Brutus, I’m not looking forward to killing you... so if you don’t mind,
I’d like to get this over with.”
I deliberately took a few steps forward, and shouted “Wait a second!” The soldiers immediately turned
to face me, ready for trouble if I tried anything. Dekker didn’t like me walking toward him, either, and he
smoothly repositioned his stance to keep both myself and Brutus in clear view. In doing so, he almost
completely turned his back on Marissa. Perfect.
I had a few seconds to come up with something good, before their attention drifted. It had to sound
genuine, or they’d realize I was up to something, and it also couldn’t be anything which might draw
attention to Marissa. I wracked my brain, and finally blurted out: “Brutus is right!”
Not a bad start, but right about what? And I couldn’t keep pausing like this, or they’d catch onto me in
no time. “You should do what the records say! How do you know the next king in line isn’t from the
Tribex clan?” I silently berated myself for mentioning the records: that’s where Marissa was right now.
Fortunately, I appeared to strike a nerve, and Dekker didn’t even think to look that way. “Let me tell you
something, boy!” he snarled, “I worked alongside Brutus for more than a decade, building the Tribex up
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into something strong. We put down rebellions and bandit camps like it was nothing... we were
unstoppable! And then, about two years ago, Brutus called me into his tent. He told me there were
rumors floating around that there was a surviving copy of the line of succession. Someone was asking
questions about it, and he wanted to figure out who it was.”
The phrase “two years ago” clicked somewhere in my memory, but I was too engrossed with Dekker’s
recital to pay attention. Dekker continued to rant: “I asked Brutus, ‘so what’? I mean, who cares who the
next king was supposed to be? That was a hundred years ago! I even pointed out that the records might
put a Syrah in charge of us, and do you know what Brutus told me?” Dekker’s face darkened even
further. “Exactly what he told me today! He said that we’d do whatever the records said, and he made
investigating those rumors our top priority!”
He stamped his feet in anger. “I mean, can you imagine!? We’ve got the entire continent in the palm of
our hand, and Brutus would be willing to hand it over to some Syrah whelp, based on a stupid piece of
paper! It’s insanity! I’m not about to gamble Tribex supremacy, based on a coin toss of whichever clan
those old records happen to favor!”
My inquiry had diverted everyone’s attention splendidly so far, but it hadn’t been quite enough.
Dekker’s rant seemed to be winding down, and there was still no sign from Marissa. She needed more
time! I desperately tried to think of something else to say. Suddenly, Dekker’s phrase “two years ago”
clicked into my memory again... and this time, it locked. The realization broke across my consciousness
like a thunderclap, and in that moment, I was almost certain who was behind the recent bandit uprising
in the Argodah Valley.
It was the same person who was behind all the recent raids against the Syrah.
Dekker. And in that moment, I knew exactly what to say.

The Fire’s Heart
I pointed accusingly at Dekker. “You’re using bandits to do your dirty work, aren’t you?”
Dekker looked me right in the eye, and his gaze hardened. “What was that?” he asked quietly. His voice
was no longer mocking, or even angry: it was threatening. With a strange calmness, I reflected that I
could easily get myself shot if I pushed him too hard... but then again, getting shot was also the outcome
if I did nothing. I forged ahead.
“The bandit raids and the Syrah raids both got worse two years ago, and they follow the same patterns,”
I explained calmly. “That’s already suspicious, but since the Tribex have a strict code against dealing with
bandits, I thought it was just a coincidence. Now it finally makes sense.”
I paused, and gestured toward Dekker. “You’re not working within the Tribex code, are you? I mean, if
you’re willing to kill your own commander, you probably wouldn’t hesitate to work with bandits, right?”
“Shut up!” barked Dekker, “You don’t know anything!”
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“You said Brutus gave you the bad news about the succession records two years ago!” I insisted, “And
you’d do anything to keep the Tribex on top... so you started hiring bandits to keep the Syrah under your
thumb... the local villages, too!”
To my immense satisfaction, I realized that Dekker’s soldiers had become extremely uncomfortable with
this conversation. Good. If I could undermine Dekker’s authority while I stalled, so much the better.
I saw the look on Dekker’s face, and dug harder. “I’m just curious what the deal was, Dekker! Did you
keep the bandits supplied with Tribex weapons, in exchange for some easy raids on your enemy? Or did
you sneak the bandits directly onto the Tribex payroll?”
“ENOUGH!!” bellowed Dekker, and now the bow was definitely pointed at me. “It’s nothing like that! I
couldn’t care less about the bandits... we could wipe them out tomorrow if we really wanted to! But
those raids had to be run! Someone had to keep the Tribex dominant, and it sure wasn’t going to be
Brutus anymore! I did all of this for the Tribex!”
By now, Dekker’s attention was almost exclusively on me. In that moment, Brutus’ tensed body uncoiled
in a mighty lunge toward Dekker. He almost made it, but Dekker was as agile as a cat. He sidestepped
the lunge, and fired a hasty shot into Brutus’ shoulder. The impact knocked Brutus to the ground with a
crash, and a grunt of pain. I couldn’t tell how bad the wound was, but Brutus was definitely out of the
fight.
Even as Brutus fell, Dekker pulled another arrow from his quiver, and this one was aimed at me. “Okay,
this is over! Since you have such a big mouth, you can die first!”
Suddenly, Marissa’s voice rang out loud and clear: “The Tribex clan is next in line for the kingship.”
Everyone wheeled around to face her. While I’d been stalling Dekker, Marissa had managed to find the
line of succession document. Every occupant in the vault paused for a moment, as they considered
Marissa’s announcement and what it might mean to them.
Dekker was the first to break the silence. He barked out a strange, almost relieved-sounding laugh. He
grinned down at Brutus, who was grimacing on the floor and cradling his arrow wound. “Well, how do
you like that, Brutus? The Tribex clan wins no matter what! I guess our victory was just meant to be.”
Marissa’s voice rang out again, but this time in a much colder tone: “There’s more. The king comes from
the Tribex clan... and the family name is Farran.”
Farran? I ran the name through my mind. Where had I heard that name before? Farran, Farran...
...oh, my. Commander Brutus Farran.
There was an awful silence, and everyone looked involuntarily at Brutus.
“You just shot our king, Dekker,” said one of the soldiers, in a tone mixed with disbelief and loathing.
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Dekker’s face paled. “What are you talking about? It’s just Brutus! He’s not our king, just because some
stupid document says so!”
I saw that the tide was turning, so I waded in as fast as I could. “You said yourself that the Tribex would
have won either way, Dekker! All of your double-dealing wasn’t even necessary!”
Dekker whirled to face me, and his bow was ready to fire. “SHUT UP!” he shouted at me, “Just SHUT
UP!!” But he’d lost his audience, and he knew it. The soldiers left their posts: one of them immediately
knelt down to tend to Brutus, and the other two started walking toward Dekker ominously.
Caught up in the moment, Marissa joined in the denunciation: “You’ve not only betrayed your king,
Dekker... you’ve betrayed the Tribex!”
Dekker had been facing me when Marissa called that out: his face suddenly contorted, and in that awful
moment, I knew with absolute certainly that he was going to shoot her.
I was too far away to reach Dekker... but I was only three strides from Marissa. There was only one way
for me to save her.
Time slowed to a crawl.
I immediately pivoted toward Marissa, and pushed off the ground with my right foot. In my peripheral
vision, I could see a roar building in Dekker’s throat, as his eyes flicked toward Marissa. She probably
had no idea what was about to happen. My left foot made contact with the ground, and I pushed off as
hard as I could to build momentum. One stride.
Dekker’s bow was now tracking toward Marissa, even as he began to draw the string back. The roar of
anger began to pour out of his throat. I also saw Brutus’ hand point up in Dekker’s direction: he was
probably ordering the two soldiers to stop Dekker, but it wouldn’t be nearly fast enough. My right foot
landed on the ground, and I pushed off again. Two strides.
I saw Dekker’s right hand tense on the bow. My left foot hit the ground once more, and I desperately
pushed off with everything I had, abandoning my strides for one mighty spring. Three strides... but even
as my spring carried me through the air, I realized that I wouldn’t reach Marissa’s position soon enough.
I was too late!
In that instant, however, Marissa realized that Dekker was about to shoot her. Without thinking, she
instinctively leapt toward me... perhaps it was the direction she trusted most.
Marissa’s leap wasn’t enough to keep her out of Dekker’s crosshairs: he was too skilled an archer for
that, and he easily corrected for her movement as he fired. However, the leap was enough to bridge the
final distance between myself and Marissa, so that my body was in front of hers.
And then the arrow struck.

Page 63 of 76

Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona
The world in front of me exploded out of control, and I felt myself being thrown backward through the
air. Was someone calling my name? I felt a hammering sensation in my chest, just as the base of my
skull struck stone and everything went silent.
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Epilogue
There was singing. It was a soft melody, almost haunting in its beauty. Even the voice was beautiful...
who was singing? Disoriented, I realized that my eyes were closed, and so I slowly opened them. I was in
an unfamiliar room, resting on a cot. Sunlight filtered in through the windows. There was a chair next to
the cot, and sitting in that chair, singing beautifully to me...
...was Marissa. On seeing my eyes open, she smiled brightly. “Good morning, Arman! How are you
feeling?”
The question drew my attention to a vague awareness of physical pain, and I was suddenly aware that a
series of bandages were wrapped around my chest. My next question, “how did I get here”, died on my
lips as the memories came flooding back to me. Of course. Dekker had tried to shoot Marissa with an
arrow, and I’d jumped in front of her. I looked back at her, smiling down at me.
“I feel lucky to be alive,” I sighed.
Marissa chuckled softly. “That was an incredibly brave thing you did back there... we really did look out
for each other, didn’t we?”
I grinned, wincing slightly from a distant headache. “For a first date, it was pretty wild.”
Marissa laughed that time: her free and easy laugh that I was becoming very fond of. “Oh, Arman... I’ve
missed our conversations! But we can talk about ‘us’ this afternoon. Right now, Jason’s here to say hello.
Do you want me to call him in?”
“That sounds great,” I said, “But first, can you tell me where I am?”
Marissa blinked in surprise. “Oh, right! Sorry... I guess you need filling in.” She took a deep breath. “Let
me summarize. The soldiers subdued Dekker almost immediately after you took the arrow for me... that
was an epic leap, by the way. Even Brutus was impressed! Dekker’s facing a military tribunal, and if you
want my opinion, he’s probably fired his last arrow. You were badly wounded, but with everyone’s help,
we managed to carry you back to my village. Brutus is still a little stiff from his injury, but he’s healing
just fine. He broke up the Tribex blockade when we got here: he also ordered Jason to be released, and
he gave me back my armor. You’ve been unconscious for nearly two days. When it looked like you were
about to wake up, I asked everyone to clear the room.”
I’d followed most of Marissa’s narrative in attentive silence, but now I was curious. “Why did you clear
everyone out?”
Marissa blushed slightly. “I wanted to be the first person you saw when you woke up. And I had a feeling
that you’d want that, too.”
I smiled gently. “This from the girl who doesn’t consider herself a romantic. But thank you very much;
your singing was a lovely wakeup call.” I paused for a moment, frowning. “Wait a minute... why did you
have to clear out so many people? Who’s ‘everyone’?”
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Marissa studied the floor. “My friends, my family... everybody here in Yaldin. This might sound strange
to you, Arman, but you’re sort of a big deal right now. You saved my life, and helped me find the ancient
records. And if Brutus’ kingship takes off, you were also instrumental in re-establishing the royal line,
not to mention forging peace between two estranged clans.”
I was floored. “Unbelievable... all I set out to do was find a girl.”
“I guess you overachieved,” shrugged Marissa with a grin, “Now, can I call in Jason? He’s been listening
behind the door for the last minute.”
“Please do.” I replied, smiling dryly. Jason came bounding in, with his leg looking none the worse for
wear.
“So,” Jason began, “Apparently, you jump in front of arrows now. I guess searching for girls in the desert
and staging prison breaks wasn’t risky enough for you, eh?”
“It’s good to see you too,” I smiled. “How’d you fare in captivity?”
“Oh, once the actual capturing part was over with, I was fine,” Jason assured me, “I just spent a few days
in a tent with my hands tied behind my back. It must be standard Tribex procedure.”
I chuckled. “Will you be staying long?”
“Nope,” he declared, “In fact, the only thing that’s kept me here is waiting for you to wake up. I’ve got to
get back to my farm, you know... harvest season is coming soon.”
“That’s rubbish,” I informed him, “We’ve only been gone for a week. You’re hoping to meet Emily.”
“By now, it’s more like a week and a half,” Jason corrected, “Besides, you told me she might drop in on
my farm someday. I don’t want to miss that.” He looked contemplative for a moment. “Some good’s
come out of this whole thing, you know. Brutus is sending a small legion of Tribex soldiers with me, to
make sure I don’t run into any mishaps on the way home. And once we’re back, those troops are going
to see what they can do about our bandit problems. Those thieving thugs won’t even know what hit
them!”
“Go ahead then,” I laughed, “Bring peace to the Argodah Valley, and tell Emily I said ‘hi’.”
Jason grinned broadly, threw me a salute, and left.
I turned back to Marissa. “Are there any other special visitors I should know about?”
“Brutus is going to drop by a little later,” Marissa explained, “He’s very impressed with both of us.” She
paused. “All things considered, the village received him pretty well. He’s really not such a bad guy.
Anyway, after we’ve had some time to rest and recuperate, he wants to know if we’d consider helping
him out a little. Now that he’s been identified as the next king, he’ll need people to help spread the
word, and unify the clans and villages.”

Page 66 of 76

Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona
I raised my eyebrows. “Sounds like a big job.”
Marissa looked at me earnestly. “Well, I wanted to know what you thought about it first. An assignment
like that would take a while... we’d be spending a lot of time together.” She offered me her hand.
I smiled back at her, and accepted her hand. “That suits me just fine.”
And so one journey ended, and another began.
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Appendix
Please be warned that the appendix contains some “spoilers” about the plot. It might be a good idea to
read the story first, before looking at this section.

Arman’s Map
For reference purposes, here is a map of Arman and Marissa’s journey. Note that the scale and
orientation of features is approximate.

Arman’s Timeline
For reference purposes, here is a timeline of the story’s events from Arman’s perspective:
•

•

•

Day 0 (and several days afterward)
o Arman is rescued by Marissa in the desert
o Marissa disappears the next day
o Arman spends several days waiting for her (meanwhile, Marissa treks across the
Argodah Valley, and is captured somewhere near Merkain)
o Arman proceeds to the Argodah Valley
Day 1
o Arman arrives at his cousin’s wedding and meets Jason
o They agree on a plan to find Marissa
o They get a good night’s rest
Day 2
o Arman and Jason set out for Harstead, and arrive at about noon
o They don’t find any leads, and set out for Bilford as the sun is setting (they don’t sleep
on this day)
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

o
Day 3
o
o
o
o
o
Day 4
o
o
o
o
o
Day 5
o
o
o
o
o
o
Day 6
o
o
o
o
o
Day 7
o
o
Day 8
o
o
o
o
o

They encounter a bandit on the road, who fortunately passes by without incident
Arman and Jason arrive at Bilford as the sun is rising
At noon, they find a lead on Marissa, and set out for Merkain
On the road, they rescue Emily from bandits and get a ride the rest of the way to
Merkain
They arrive at Merkain an hour or so before nightfall, but they find no trace of Marissa
They decide to eat dinner at the inn, and sleep there overnight
In the morning, Arman and Jason meet Gunhold
Gunhold tells them about the civil war, but betrays them by signalling for the Tribex
Arman and Jason avoid capture by the Tribex, and follow them back to their camp
At the Tribex camp, they discover that Marissa is being held prisoner there
Arman resolves to free her before dawn, and begins planning the rescue (they don’t
sleep on this day, either)
Shortly before dawn, Arman and Jason free Marissa from the camp
They arrive at the grotto, and sleep during the day
After the sun sets, they eat a quick supper and begin heading for Yaldin
They reach Yaldin, but find it blockaded by the Tribex
They decide to head for Yaldin’s secret entrance in the pass
They sleep in the woods, until dawn
Arman, Jason, and Marissa wake up early, and eat a quick breakfast
They head for the pass: on the way, Arman “breaks the ice” with Marissa
Close to noon, Jason is captured at the pass, forcing Arman and Marissa to flee
Unable to reach Yaldin, Arman and Marissa strike out for the vault on their own
They camp overnight in the foothills
Arman and Marissa forage and eat as they walk, and begin scaling the first mountain in
the Talbin range
They camp for the night, planning to reach the vault the next day

Arman and Marissa are woken up by a thunderstorm
They travel over the mountain and see the ruined capital city
Sometime around noon, they locate the fissure and enter the records vault
Arman and Marissa are cornered in the vault by the Tribex
Brutus attempts to read the records with Marissa, but Dekker betrays him and shoots
him in the shoulder
o Dekker’s coup is foiled, and Arman takes an arrow for Marissa
Epilogue (two days later)
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o
o

Arman wakes up in Yaldin, and is reunited with Marissa and Jason
Brutus is preparing to become the next king: Arman and Marissa agree to help, an
assignment which allows them to work closely together

How I Wrote this Story
Since I’ve never written a story like this before, I wanted to document how it came about. This isn’t
meant as a guide to writing stories; it’s just an account of what I did.
I wrote a short, self-contained story about Arman meeting Marissa in the desert. The story ended up
becoming the prologue, but its main purpose was to “tease” full-length story ideas out of it. I was pretty
sure I wanted to do a story about Arman’s quest to find the girl, but I gave myself time to think of other
story possibilities (for example: it could have been a story from Marissa’s perspective, or a completely
different story which only uses the “desert scene” as a flashback). I finally settled on the story’s basic
premise: Arman’s quest to find Marissa. I should note that this step and the next one took many, many
months: I was in no particular hurry, so I’d just toss ideas around in my head when I happened to think
of them.
I brainstormed the basic story arc. I’d originally pictured a simple, episodic plot: Arman and his buddy
would traverse the continent looking for leads, meet some interesting people along the way, overcome
obstacles, and finally reunite with Marissa at the end (even now, many of the chapters are close to being
self-contained “episodes”). The problem was, this approach left Marissa as little more than an abstract
goal for Arman: I wanted her to be an actual character, and by the end, I wanted the reader to truly
believe in their relationship. This meant that Arman and Marissa had to spend some meaningful time
together during the story.
To accomplish this, Arman could find Marissa roughly in the middle of the story. That also lent itself to a
more interesting plot... provided, of course, I could find a good reason to keep the story going after
they’re reunited. This was the genesis of the entire Tribex/Syrah sub-plot: I needed a secondary goal
that would allow Arman and Marissa to work together, and also provide an explanation of what Marissa
had been doing this whole time. I’ll admit I was a little worried about portraying a budding romance,
because that’s something I’ve never written before. Still, I wanted to give it a try.
I outlined the story in minimal point-form detail. I did this by creating 11 headings (tentative “chapter
titles”), each of which represented a major event in the story: meeting Jason at the cousin’s wedding,
searching the various towns for Marissa, rescuing Marissa from the Tribex camp, etc. Under each
heading, I wrote 5 or 6 bullet points, to provide the bare minimum detail of what should happen in that
chapter. At this point, the outline already loosely described the final version of this story, although I
dabbled with a few significant variations before I settled on the final version:
•
•

Jason could betray Arman at a critical juncture... but why? What would his motive be? This idea
didn’t last long, although it was sort of reborn in the form of Dekker’s attempted coup.
Marissa’s village could be destroyed by bandits, and they frame the Tribex (at this point, I hadn’t
determined that Dekker was using the bandits). This would make Marissa more desperate and
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•

•

•

prejudiced against the Tribex, but frankly, it also seemed like it would overpower the story’s
romantic overtones.
The opportunity to find the records vault could involve some time-sensitive mechanism or riddle
that only Marissa had the key to solving (this wasn’t a bad idea, but I never found room for it in
the story... although I did wink at it, by having Arman ask if there’s some elaborate trick to
finding the vault).
The next king could come from neither the Tribex clan nor the Syrah clan, but a smaller clan that
everyone had overlooked (this idea was promptly dropped when I decided to simplify things to
just two clans... besides which, the “it wasn’t A or B, it was C” plot device is sometimes
overused).
At one point, Marissa was going to be a Syrah chieftain’s daughter, but there never seemed to
be a good way to work this into the plot. I finally realized that this detail did nothing to help the
story, so I got rid of it. Personally, I have nothing against “princess protagonists”... but I still think
that this cliché shouldn’t be used needlessly.

I reviewed the story’s outline with my wife, for creative feedback. I cannot overemphasize how useful
it was to have a second creative voice throughout the project: I definitely would have missed out on a
lot of great ideas and useful feedback if I’d tried to go it alone. At the same time, if I’d solicited feedback
from a broad variety of people, I believe I would have become paralyzed by the equally broad variety of
opinions. For me, having a single (but reliable) “second opinion” for creative feedback was crucial.
I developed a set of bullet points describing the traits and background of each major character
(Arman, Jason, and Marissa), so that their personalities and abilities would best serve the story outline
I’d created. Going forward, it would likely work the other way: the established characters would suggest
details and situations for the plot.
I expanded the outline into much more detailed points. I still refrained from “formally” writing any
chapters, but now my outline spelled out exactly what had to happen in each chapter. This flushed out
several plot points which needed fixing, which was really the whole point of this stage: to address plot
problems before I’d invested a lot of time in formally written paragraphs. For example:
•

•

At this point, Marissa’s character wasn’t going to work if she could only speak the royal family’s
traditional language.
o Even so, I wanted to hang onto the original scene in the desert, which meant I had to
explain why she didn’t just “speak English” to Arman.
o This was solved by establishing that she was on the run from the Tribex, and was at a
point where she didn’t trust anyone (the Tribex had caught on to her discovery because
she’d already spoken about it to the wrong people).
Dekker needed a reason (i.e., sufficient tension) to shoot at Marissa in the climax.
o By now, the simple “clan mistrust” motive I’d originally created wasn’t satisfying
enough, so I decided to make him attempt a coup at the end.
o This introduced a few new issues to resolve, but it wasn’t too difficult to rework his
ulterior motives into the earlier points I’d written.
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•

•

Now that the bandits weren’t going to destroy Marissa’s village, there wasn’t any payoff for all
the attention the bandits got earlier in the story.
o Since Dekker was now calling the shots behind the scenes, I decided to reveal that he
was controlling the bandits, too.
o By making the bandits part of Dekker’s overall plan for Tribex supremacy, they also
became another problem that would be “solved” by stopping Dekker.
How the heck was I going to rescue Marissa, Arman, and Brutus from Dekker and his three
henchmen at the end?
o I briefly toyed with abandoning the “coup idea”, but then I’d have to find another way
to resolve the earlier problems.
o I finally resolved this by having the main characters undermine the henchmen’s loyalty
to Dekker.

I should also mention that I deliberately made the climax as fully-developed as possible, as early as
possible. I felt this was important, because the climax was the journey’s destination and the payoff for
everything: it was absolutely essential that I had a very clear picture of where I needed to go. I ended up
having to tweak the climax here and there as I developed the rest of the story, but I believe that having
an early, clear picture of the story’s destination was worth it. I reviewed the detailed outline with my
wife a couple of times, before I was finally satisfied that the plot was “good enough” to start formally
writing.
I began turning the headings and bullet points into formal chapters, one at a time. Some bullet points
produced far more material than others, but I didn’t worry too much about mechanically sticking to the
original headings. If a chapter was becoming too lengthy, I’d look for a logical place to break it into two
(or even three) separate chapters. Every so often, I’d also have to go back and tweak an earlier chapter,
based on new details in a later chapter. Fortunately, thanks to the work that had already gone into the
detailed outline, this didn’t happen too often. For the most part, I could simply expand on the points
that I’d already developed, and trust that they’d take the story where it needed to go.
As I completed each chapter, I’d read it to my wife, to see if the narrative was good enough to carry her
through without actually seeing the words for herself. With each third of the story I completed, I would
also read that entire third to her, to catch continuity issues. As I’ve already mentioned, her help was
crucial throughout this whole process.
It’s also worth mentioning that several incidents in the story were completely spontaneous, and
suggested themselves while I was writing that particular chapter. For example: the “turtle purchasing”
incident, the stopover in the grotto, the morning thunderstorm, and the “swim race” between Arman
and Marissa were all unplanned.
After completing the entire book, I left it strictly alone for at least a month before returning to read it
end-to-end. From past experience, by the time I’ve finished a project, I’m simply too close to it to notice
potential flaws. By allowing it to “cool” for at least a month, if not more, I can review it more objectively.
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After that, I did a final review of the book! First, I read through the entire thing myself. This didn’t catch
anything too severe: mostly, I just had to tighten up the wording throughout the story. I got similar
results when I read the entire story to my wife. Lastly, my wife proofread the entire story herself. Lo and
behold, she not only identified dozens of areas that still needed tightening, but she even found actual
typos and missing words! This proves, once again, that even the most careful self-proofreading is no
match for a second pair of eyes. Aren’t you glad you didn’t have to read about Arman and Marissa being
“corned” in the vault by the Tribex?
I did a last look through the Appendix, and called it a wrap! The story was finished on May 25th, 2018.
One more addendum, as of September 9th, 2018: after my brother read the book, he suggested that I
include a map of Arman’s journey. So, I sketched out the map which is now available in this appendix...
and in doing so, I discovered a major plot hole in one of Marissa’s lines! In the chapter “A Journey
Renewed”, Marissa originally said that she found the final clue to the vault’s location in the old capital’s
ruins. Unfortunately, in the chapter “Marissa’s Story”, Marissa also says that she took a shortcut through
the Southern Desert on her way home to Yaldin. As you can clearly see from the map, there’s absolutely
no way she would use the Southern Desert as a “shortcut” from the capital’s ruins to Yaldin.
To fix this contradiction, I changed “A Journey Renewed”, to state that Marissa found the final clue in a
burned-out library above the Southern Desert.
I did a small update to the “Questions and Answers” section on September 5th, 2022: it incorporates
some new information from my latest adventure game, “Anachrona 3: Lost in Viridia”.

Questions and Answers
Man, I really don’t want to end this book... I think I’m going to miss writing it. Even so, let’s make this
the last section, so that you can get back to your day. I wanted to try anticipating some of the questions
that people might ask after reading this story. Of course, no story can ever fully satisfy the demands of
reality (in one sense, a work of fiction is a benign, elaborately crafted lie), but hopefully this section
covers some of the most likely queries.
Question: This story’s full title is “Into the Fire: A Story of Anachrona”... but “Anachrona” is never
directly mentioned within the story itself. What is it?
Answer: Anachrona is basically just the world in which the story takes place: it’s like saying “once upon a
time, in a faraway kingdom”, only more so. Anachrona itself is entirely fictional, and this story comprises
the majority of Anachrona’s established history and geography thus far. Here’s two more points of trivia:
•
•

The name “Anachrona” is derived from the word “anachronism” (a fictional world provides the
freedom to mix and match technology, styles, etc. in unconventional ways)
I usually pronounce it “an-A-crow-nah”

Question: What about the other part of the story’s title, “Into the Fire”? What’s that supposed to mean?
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Answer: It describes three things in parallel: the growing danger that Arman walks into, the destructive
conflict that Dekker is spreading across the continent, and the budding passion between Arman and
Marissa. Also, if someone reads this story and really hates it, the title suggests a remedial course of
action for disposing of the book.
Question: In the game “Anachrona 2: Dawn of Heroes”, there’s a character named Marissa who
matches the description of the Marissa from this story. Is there any connection?
Answer: She’s likely a descendant of the Marissa from this story, especially since Marissa’s distinctive
red armor is a family heirloom. Perhaps it also became a family tradition to name one of their daughters
“Marissa”. The game’s sequel, “Anachrona 3: Lost in Viridia”, also implies that the civil war from this
story happened centuries before the events of either game.
Question: Speaking of timelines... according to “Anachrona 3: Lost in Viridia”, the ruins in “Anachrona 2:
Dawn of Heroes” were abandoned thousands of years ago. And yet in those ruins, you can find an
ancient book which contains an early version of this story’s prologue. But if this story only happened
centuries before the Anachrona games, then what’s it doing in a ruins site which was abandoned for
millennia?
Answer: It’s entirely possible that it was carelessly left behind by the first team Antasia hired to explore
those ruins. No matter how it happened, though, the book obviously wasn’t part of the ruin’s original
library... someone would have left it there within the last few centuries, for unknown reasons.
Question: Bilford, Merkain, Syrah... how do you name your locations and characters?
Answer: Most of the time, I’m just trying to find names that sound right: I like it when a name’s
pronunciation gives you an immediate (but indirect) “vibe” for the person or place that it’s describing.
However, some names happen by accident. In earlier drafts, the clans were called tribes... and since I
hadn’t given them names yet, I just called them “Tribe X” and “Tribe Y”. I ended up liking the sound of
“Tribe X”, and that’s where the name “Tribex” came from.
Question: In the prologue, Arman thinks of Marissa as a “heroine” several times, but he doesn’t think of
her that way for the rest of the story. Why not?
Answer: Arman’s perspective changes. His initial impression is mostly based on someone who rescued
him from a sandstorm. As the story progresses, he learns more about Marissa, and develops a deeper
understanding of her character. Really, they’re both the “heroes” of this story.
Question: Why does the story include an anecdote about a glow-in-the-dark turtle?
Answer: The anecdote itself tells us more about Harstead and our main protagonists... but as for the
turtle, he serves as a gentle reminder that this is Anachrona, and it’s allowed to have a few things that
the “real world” doesn’t. I did try to show restraint, however, and keep things fairly grounded.
Question: What’s the deal with Emily?
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Answer: From a plot perspective, Emily’s only a footnote... but the short time we spend with her reveals
a lot about Arman and Jason, and gives Jason a fresh perspective on the whole “romance thing”. Besides
that, I’m just glad that the story includes a quirky, slightly frivolous character: what a gloomy world it
would be, if everyone was serious and responsible at all times.
One more perk: although I didn’t plan it this way, Emily gives us some unconscious assurance that we
won’t have to deal with some stupid “love triangle” between Arman, Marissa, and Jason. Sorry, but that
sort of plot just doesn’t hold any appeal for me.
Question: So... do Emily and Jason ever get together?
Answer: In all likelihood, yes... although I have a feeling that their relationship won’t be nearly as
straightforward as Arman and Marissa’s.
Question: In the chapter “A Left Turn in Merkain”, Jason and Arman consult a map of the continent. If
Jason has a map of the entire continent, then why does this appendix only contain a crudely drawn map
with “approximate” scale and orientation?
Answer: Well, of course Jason would have a fully-developed map of the continent... he lives there! It’s a
little more difficult for me, because I’d have to imagine every detail from scratch. Besides which, I like to
keep Anachrona’s world “open”: why define an entire continent right now, if I don’t have to?
Question: What about Gunhold? Doesn’t he deserve some comeuppance for betraying Arman and
Jason?
Answer: I picture Jason throwing Gunhold a jaunty salute as he heads back home, leading a small legion
of Tribex soldiers. The awkwardness alone should be worth something, right?
Question: How do you pronounce “Syrah”?
Answer: I always imagined it as “SEAR-uh”. “SIGH-rah” is frowned upon by Anachrona’s upper crust, but
it still persists in some quarters.
Question: How could the main characters possibly do all that walking on the tiny amount of food that
they ate?
Answer: This really isn’t a survival story, so I only called attention to what they were eating when it was
convenient for the narrative. It’s entirely possible that they ate other things on their journey, though.
Case in point: I don’t believe I mention them drinking anything even once, and yet they surely consumed
fluids throughout the plot.
Question: So, how did that mysterious lighting in the tunnel and vault actually work?
Answer: In many ways, the lighting is a fictional liberty like the glow-in-the-dark turtle. I assume there’s
some scientific principle behind the lighting, but for now, the details are left to our imaginations.
Question: Why was Dekker ordering bandits to attack people, again?
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Answer: Once Brutus became focused on the “peaceful” resolution of finding the next king, Dekker
decided to make his own arrangements to keep the Tribex on top and the other civilizations down. In a
sense, both men want the best for the Tribex: but Brutus was able to see the big picture, whereas
Dekker became fixated on supremacy and military advantages. Hopefully, most of that comes through in
the story... it was tricky to convey everything without stating it “flat out”.
Question: The final confrontation’s resolution only works because the next king happened to be Tribex
(and not just any Tribex, but the man Dekker shot only seconds ago). Isn’t that a little bit convenient?
Answer: You’d better believe it! For example, I have absolutely no idea how our heroes would have
carried the day if the next king had actually come from the Syrah clan. I suppose Marissa could have lied
about it in the vault, just to solve the immediate problem, but that would be a much less satisfying
ending. Anyway, let’s give the characters some credit: they had to do a lot of improvising to take
advantage of that opportunity, and Arman’s discovery that Dekker was dealing with bandits carried a lot
of weight on its own.
Question: That’s probably enough questions for now, don’t you think?
Answer: Yes indeed. Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed the story!
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