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-1-
ANOTHER WORLD

There could not have been a more wonderful
place on earth—or so it seemed to the young lad,
as he sat feasting his eyes upon the scene spread
out before him. It was a mystical, wonderful place—
the kind where, if the fairy tales of one’s childhood
could come true, it would happen here. Denith could
never quite describe it—the odd glow that hovered
in the sky as the sun made its way toward the
ocean’s horizon. The vision clashed—if that were
possible—with the gray shades that made up the
world around him.

This was life as he knew it—as he had always
known it: a world bathed in gray. There were lighter
grays and darker grays, and then there was white
and black. But that was all. Oh, there had once
been stories of a time when the world was awash
with colors of all sorts, but those were never told
anymore. There were even tales of places where
color could supposedly still be seen, but the few
who were fool enough to try and find these places
always returned with the tidings that, while people
there claimed color was all around, the landscape
in fact looked no different from the rest of their
gray-tinted world.

For a moment Denith closed his eyes and tried
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to picture what color might look like if it was real.
But he quickly gave up. The only images that came
to his mind were replicas of the same achromatic
landscape that stretched all around him—the
pastures, the forested hills, the stone cliffs that
loomed over the monotonous ocean waters in front
of him—all gray. Further to the side, where the
rolling hills curved slowly down to meet the ocean,
white breakers could be seen washing over the gray
beach sands in their ritual of perpetual cleansing.

It was getting late, and a mist was now rolling in
from the sea, shrouding the distant shoreline with
a haze that would soon be upon Denith as well.

He pulled his coarse cloak tighter around
himself, and allowed a small sigh to escape his lips.
This was the one place where he felt he could reach,
if ever so barely, beyond the realities of his daily
life. But now once again it was over, like a dream
that had ended too soon. And just when it was starting
to get good, he thought to himself, as he reluctantly
turned down the familiar path to his home.

It wasn’t that life as a woodsman was bad.
Denith and his father worked among the forests
and in the open air all day. The work of tending
and chopping trees had given Denith a robust
physique at an early age, and now, still several years
before his prime, he was hardy and muscular, and
used to a good day’s work. Foresting was the family
trade, and he had learned it from his father, just
as everyone in these parts followed his family’s
particular trade. The baker’s son became a baker.
The blacksmith’s son became a blacksmith.

Life was simple—almost too simple, Denith often
thought. And so he often took to this lookout point,
where his imagination could carry him to distant
lands, and place him at the center of untold
adventures. The distant horizon represented a world
far beyond the familiar trails of the Southern Bluffs
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where Denith had lived all of his life.

Out there lay questions that had not yet been
answered, sights that had not yet been seen, words
that had not yet been spoken, tales that had not
yet been told.

Making his way home was never an easy task.
As quaint as the little wooden house he lived in
with his parents was, he always felt it had so little
to offer. Besides, of course, dinner, he now reminded
himself. And I am hungry.

He walked almost reverently along the pathway.
This was a sacred spot to him. He stopped at the
crest of a small hill and turned to look down on the
valley behind him that was by now covered over by
the thin mist. He allowed his eyes to drink in the
sight, knowing that, with the sun soon to disappear
behind it, this would be the last he would see of it
until the following evening.

“It's a beautiful sight, isn’t it?”

Denith whirled around, startled at the inter-
ruption of his hallowed reverie. A small, wizened
man stood not more than three paces away from
him.

A little hesitantly, Denith responded, “To be sure.
It's a beautiful place, and this is my favorite time of
the day.”

“Mine, too,” the man chuckled. “It’s the mist, I
think. It really accentuates the colors, doesn’t it?”

The statement caught Denith by surprise. What
colors? Not wanting to appear ignorant, he opted
for a vague answer. “Yes, I suppose it does.”

The two stood in silence for some moments, until
the sun disappeared behind the hazy horizon.
Without taking his eyes from the view in front of
him, Denith once again muttered, half to himself,
“Well, I suppose I'd best be getting home.” Then he
turned, and continued on his way.

The distant sounds of the waves crashing on the
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rocks far below echoed loudly. The rhythmic swell—
that music the ocean played so well along the
shoreline—chanted its endless greeting to those
who came toward it; its farewell to those who left.

Then Denith hesitated. Something was amiss.
He looked around. The sun had already faded from
view, yet there was a light surrounding him. The
dark shadows that usually hung over the world at
this hour were gone. Instead there was an
indescribable hue, a warmth, a subtle brilliance
all around that he had never seen before. It was a
vision Denith could only associate with distant
memories of the kind of dreams he had long grown
out of. But now it was here, all around him, and
real enough for the moment. He caught his breath
as a realization hit him: Color?

The man. Denith hastily turned around. Yes, he
was still there, and was staring back at him with a
bemused smile. On impulse, Denith turned and
walked back towards the mysterious stranger.

“Who are you?” Denith asked.

“My name is Hoden,” the old man responded. “I'm
just an old man—and a weary one, at that. I feel
like I have been here forever.” He gave a little
chuckle before adding, “And I probably have been,
if the truth were known.” After another pause, he
continued, “I have often watched you come here,
you know.”

“You have?” Denith asked, surprised.

“Oh, yes,” the old man replied. “Not only have I
watched you, but you have been watching me—or
trying to, at least. We have felt you reaching out
into our world. It looks as if you have finally broken
through.”

“I ... I don’t understand,” Denith stuttered. “I
don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Ah, but I think you do,” the old man answered.
“You're just afraid that perhaps it’s not true, that
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maybe this is not really happening, and that you're
going to wake up and find it was all a dream—and
what would be the harm in that? But rest assured—
this is not a dream. It's real. It's as real as the
shadowed world you live in. In fact, it’'s more real.”

Denith’s heart was pounding, and he’d broken
into a cold sweat. He was afraid, anxious, not
wanting to hear and not wanting to see, yet at the
same time desperately wanting to partake of
whatever was happening around him.

“I know it’'s a struggle,” Hoden continued. “It is
always a struggle when someone from your world
reaches through into ours. There are those who
are as eager to keep you from discovering it as we
are to help you find it. But this time they have failed,
and we have succeeded. They have not been able
to keep you from seeking, and now you have found
us—or we have found you, rather.”

Denith looked around a little nervously. “We? You
mean there are more of you watching?”

“Oh, yes, there are many more of us, but we're
not all watching.” Hoden came a little closer. “You
must think I'm talking in riddles. Come. I will show
you.”

Denith hesitated. Up until this point, he knew
he could probably shake his head, turn around,
walk off, and remember all this as nothing but a
strange dream—a vivid daydream, perhaps. But he
knew that if he followed what was happening, this
“dream” would become reality.

He turned and looked back towards the cliff,
hoping to find some clue as to what to do, or see
some sign to warn him that this was a bad idea.
But he could see nothing except the dark gray
mist—while ahead of him a soft, pulsating glow
remained.

“Yes,” he uttered at last. “Yes, I'll come.”

Hoden nodded slowly. “Good,” he said.
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Denith followed closely as Hoden took a path
that Denith had never seen before. He knew every
hill, trail, and rock of the Bluffs, but now
everything around him looked unfamiliar. What
should have been only a rough, footworn path
through a patch of forest was now an avenue
bounded on both sides by stately trees. And
color—if that was what these hues he was
beginning to see were—was everywhere.

Soon the two men came upon a small and again
unfamiliar clearing encircled by trees. At first
glance it appeared they were alone in the clearing,
but as they came in further, Denith saw several
figures reclining or sitting on the ground. The
figures remained only vaguely visible, and as he
walked nearer, some vanished, while others
appeared in new places, as if each figure was only
visible from certain angles. Only one other figure
remained distinctly visible, and she now stood and
approached the two men.

The young girl appeared to be about the same
age as Denith, though he realized she was probably
not. But he was sure she was one of the most
beautiful he had ever seen.

“You came!” she said exuberantly. “I'm so happy.”
She tilted her head to the side and looked at him.
“We thought for a moment that you wouldn’t.”

Denith was overwhelmed. He was not even able
to utter a sound, let alone offer any sort of coherent
response.

“This must be a little much for you,” the girl said
with an understanding smile. “You commoners are
such funny creatures! You long for more, you hope
it exists, some are even brave enough to seek for it,
but when you're faced with it, you wish that you
had never wished to see it!” She shook her head
and laughed softly. The notes of her laugh lingered
in Denith’s ears like a playful melody. “But please,

6



ANOTHER WORLD

don’t be afraid. We cannot stay very long. There’s a
small crack in time. Well, it’s not really time.
Perhaps it is better said, a window of opportunity
where we can appear to you like this. It rarely comes
and we never know how long it will last.” She was
silent for a moment before continuing. “But maybe
that’'s all going to change. We shall see.”

Denith looked around. He could vaguely see
several other figures again, and now attempted to
find some handle on this strange reality he found
himself in. Only Hoden and the girl were distinctly
visible. The other figures almost blended into the
colors around him.

He soon became aware of the fact that these
vague figures were conversing with each other, and
now even with Hoden and the girl, though it was
difficult for him to understand anything. The things
that Hoden and the girl spoke of amongst them-
selves and with the other figures made little sense
to Denith, and the replies from the vague figures
hardly sounded like words at all. Like the girl's
laugh, their replies came in what sounded like
melodies or strains of music, the notes of which
seemed to convey words, or perhaps even thoughts
and feelings. The one thing he did manage to catch
was that the girl's name was Faethé'.

“We have something to give you,” Faethé said,
interrupting Denith’s observations. “It’s a gift, a very
special gift—a gift that will provide you with a link
between your world and our world. Your world is
clothed in so much darkness, seeing only shadows
of the real and greater truth of what’s around you.
You have felt this, haven’t you?” she whispered, all
the while searching into his eyes.

“I have felt something,” Denith answered,
“though I could never quite understand what.”

“It is a weariness—the weariness of a world that

'Faethé: pronounced fa-EH-thay
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needs healing, and knows not that it is ill. It is a
captive world that cannot perceive its own longing
to be set free. This is what you have felt, and shall
feel all the more as you discover the truth about
the world around you. The shadow has spread forth
its tentacles and entrapped all it has come in
contact with. It has suffocated the spirits and
numbed the minds of those in its grip, so that they
are left with nothing more than the empty existence
they have accepted as their only reality.”

“Yes.” Denith was beginning to feel more
comfortable with whatever realm this was that he
had stumbled into, and now plucked up the courage
to offer some of his own thoughts. “Yes, I have felt
it. I mean, I've often felt like I've become trapped in
this world. Not that my life is a bad one, but it’s
just always been, well, a little too plain—a little too
gray, perhaps. Of course, you just accept it because
that’s all you see, and because everybody else
accepts it.”

“And that is why things remain as they are—
because so few believe in our world anymore, and
even fewer realize what is happening to your world.”

“I don’t think I would believe any of this if I wasn’t
seeing it right now. And even then, perhaps this is
all a dream, just my own imagination—and when I
wake up, I'll find I'm right back in my normal, gray
world. That's what always happened when I was
younger. I'd dream of things just like this, and then
wake up, disappointed, until I suppose I came to
my senses and stopped dreaming those dreams.”

“But you could not forget them, could you?”
Faethé asked.

Denith looked down sheepishly. “I suppose I
didn’t.”

“And that’s because we made sure you wouldn'’t,
so that you would be ready for this moment when it
came.”
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“What moment?” Denith asked.

“Oh, there is so much to tell you, but so little
time. The forces of the shadow grow stronger with
each passing day. But all it takes is one little candle
to push back the power of darkness, to light yet
another candle, to light another, and heart by heart
the darkness will be driven back, until it is no
more.”

Faethé stood silently for a moment, and then
gracefully held out her hand. She was holding
something. It was wrapped in a white piece of filmy
material such as Denith had never seen before.
Carefully, with her other hand she unwrapped the
gift she was holding.

Denith watched, mesmerized. Everything had
gone silent, and though he dared not look, he felt
that all the beings around him were likewise
entranced with what was being revealed.

There lay the most magical sight he had ever
seen. A set of seven keys—identical in form, but
varying in size. All were attached to a single,
unbroken key ring. A soft, pulsating glow emanated
from the keys.

“They’re beautiful!” Denith managed to whisper.
“Almost ... alive.”

“That’s because they are,” Faethé answered.
“And what is more, they're yours!”

“Mine? What am I to do with them?”

“They shall light the candle, Denith, and begin
to drive away the darkness. You cannot possibly
imagine what hinges on their safekeeping, and yet
they are endued with a power that shall be a greater
protection to you than you could ever be to them.
And it is given to you to hold them close, to treasure
them, to be the keeper of them, to let them help you
unlock the secrets of our world in yours.”

As Faethé was talking, Denith instinctively
reached out and covered the keys with his hands.
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He felt their warmth, their vibrance, their pulse.
Faethé’s free hand closed Denith’s fingers around
the ring of keys, and she then drew both her hands
back slowly.

Denith struggled for a moment to secure his hold
on the mysterious treasure in his hands. So
enraptured was he with his gift that he failed to
see that the vision around him was beginning to
fade.

It was with much difficulty that he lifted his eyes
from the keys in his hand, only to see the faint form
of Faethé waving farewell. The enclosure they had
been standing in seemed to be swirling all around
him, and he began feeling dizzy. He carefully sat
down, so as not to lose his balance. Then he closed
his eyes, hoping to calm the queasiness in his
stomach.

When he opened them again, he found himself
sitting back at the top of the cliff, the sun just
sinking below the hazy, gray horizon. He felt a little
hazy himself, as if he’d just awoken from a vivid
dream. There was no trace of Hoden, or of the
unfamiliar path Hoden had led him down. The hues
that surrounded him likewise returned to the dull
grays they had always been. Denith’s heart sank
till he felt a warmth in his hands. He froze, afraid
of what he might see, yet at the same time afraid of
what he might not see. Carefully, he looked down,
and his eyes grew wide.

They were real! The keys were real. They were
colored. And they were in his hands.



-2-
DREAMS AND WONDERS

The thought of returning home was not par-
ticularly welcome to Denith. He had no idea how
he would explain to his parents what had happened,
or even if he should. He didn’t understand much of
it himself—only that he now held a mysterious ring
of keys, and that these had something to do with
the colors he had somehow been able to see. For
the moment, the only color in sight seemed to
emanate from the keys. They glowed with an
unearthly radiance that contrasted starkly against
the dark and misty landscape that remained draped
in gray all around him.

He wrapped the keys in a coarse bit of cloth.
Their original covering had vanished along with the
rest of the strange vision, and only the ring of keys
remained as a testimony that any of this had
happened at all. He now put the ring away in a
pouch that hung off his belt, in which he kept his
coins and a piece of flint. The pouch was concealed
by his warm, fur-lined vest, as well as a long
walking cloak, so that it made an ideal hiding place
for such a prized possession.

Apprehensively, he set off along the familiar path
that led to the wooden cottage he called home. Had
he taken the time, he might have noticed the soft,
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twilight colors lingering in the sky above him. But
he didn’t. Instead, his mind was filled with
questions about the meaning of all that had just
taken place.

“You're home just in time!”

Denith’s musing was interrupted by his mother’s
voice. He had reached his home, the Woodsman
cottage. Looking up at her, he was startled. The
odd mix of colors that made up his mother’s apparel
was clearly visible in the glow of the porch lantern.
He did not know what they were, but he knew they
did not blend well together.

“Is something the matter?” his mother asked,
catching his obvious stare.

“Why ... er ... no,” Denith stuttered. He quickly
made his way up the porch steps, greeted his
mother with a kiss, and passed on into the house.

Miria, his mother, was a simple soul, and far too
busy with the affairs of her small family to take
much notice of Denith’s manner, or the passing
moods that often troubled him. He was still young
in her eyes, and would grow more steady with time,
she always told herself.

Denith’s father, Elden, however, was quick to
notice that there was more at play here than a
passing mood. Elden was a simple man in his
outward appearance, but he had an inner depth
and strength of character that those who knew him
well deeply respected. Some said he had been
endowed with an unusual perception and insight
into the world around him, although he was quick
to retort that this was nonsense.

As soon as dinner was done, Miria, as was
customary, left the menfolk to their discussions
while she tended to the clearing of the table.

Elden’s deep voice was the first to break the
silence. “Looks like you’ve had quite the day, son,”
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he said.

“Eh ... it was all right,” Denith replied.

Not being one to immediately get to the point,
Elden opted for small talk. They spoke for a while
about Denith’s work in the woods, till finally his
father asked, “Son, is there anything you want to
talk about? Did something happen out there today?
Anything that perhaps your mother and I should
know about?”

Denith looked down and sighed. A torrent of
thoughts raced through his mind. He had known
that this question was coming, but he had no idea
as to how to answer. Would his father believe him?
He could show the keys, but would his father’s
perception of them be the same?

Miria, who was by this time also interested in
learning what had come over her son, was
wandering in and out of the room a little slower
than usual-—not wanting to impose, yet hoping to
piece together enough of the men’s conversation to
understand her son’s mood.

Elden, meanwhile, encouraged by Denith’s
hesitation that there was indeed something afoot,
cleared his throat. “You can tell me, son. What’s on
your mind?”

Denith sat a while longer in silence. As he did,
his hands slowly crept under his vest, and into his
pouch. As his fingers nervously sought out the keys,
he felt their warmth, and with it, an inner strength
welling up within him.

At the same moment, deep in the background of
his mind, he began to hear snatches of conver-
sation—words and melodic whispers like those
which the otherworldly beings had been conversing
in. It was as if they were once again around him,
once again deliberating, though this time he could
not see them, only hear them. He couldn’t quite
make out their words, but he knew they were there.
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Elden, concluding that Denith was mustering
up the courage to say something, waited patiently.

Pensively, Denith continued to look down,
desperately trying to make some sense out of the
whispers that he was hearing. They soon turned
into a sort of rhythmic chant: Tell him! Tell him!
Tell him!

Denith took the plunge. “I don’t know what you’ll
think of me if I tell you all this, because it was
strange even for me. I ... I'm still not even sure
exactly what happened.”

Miria now lingered at the doorway and waited to
hear what Denith had to say.

“Go on,” his father encouraged him.

“I was walking home from the bluff when this
old man appeared. I've never seen him around here
before, so I knew he was a stranger to these parts.
But the strange thing was, he seemed to know who
I was, and—I know you're going to think this is
odd—exactly what I was thinking.”

Elden sat silently and nodded, encouraging
Denith to continue.

Denith continued his story, telling it exactly as
he had experienced it. He dared not look directly at
his father, or his mother for that matter—for fear
he might see them mocking him or worrying that
he had lost his mind—until he mentioned the name
Faethé. At that, his mother let out a short gasp,
and Denith looked up at her curiously.

“Did you say ‘Faethé?” Elden asked.

“That’s the name I heard,” Denith responded.
“Why? Do you know her?”

“I never thought you’d remember her.”

“Remember who?” Denith asked.

“Your great-grandmother,” Elden answered. “I'd
almost forgotten about her myself.”

“Tell me, Father!” Denith pleaded.

“When we first met her, I did not even know I
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had a living grandmother. My parents never told
us kids about her. In fact, she never showed herself
until after my parents had already passed away,
and then she surprised us all by the fact that she
had been alive all this time. It was shortly after she
first came to our house that you were born, and
she cared for you for the first young years of your
life, while your mother was quite weak, and I was
still struggling to manage my father’s trade single-
handedly. She died a few years later, though you
were probably still too young to remember.

“But she always spoke of strange things like
colors, and imparting secrets, stuff we never
understood. We thought it was just an old
grandmother’s imagination, thoughts of a mind that
belonged to a different time, almost a whole different
world. But you were her pride and joy. She always
wanted to be with you. We didn’t mind. We didn’t
know much about bringing up children anyway.
She always had the answers, and knew just what
to do.”

“But the Faethé I saw was young and beautiful
and alive,” Denith responded. “She certainly didn’t
look like any dead great-grandmother to me. It was
like they were all from another world or something.
They spoke of colors too, and I thought I could see
them. They were all around me. I felt like I was
dreaming—until she gave me this.”

Denith now carefully pulled the keys out from
beneath his vest, and with great reverence
unwrapped them, and then left them on the table
in front of him—the testimony that all he had
spoken of was true.

“They’re impressive, son!” Elden finally managed
to say.

Miria also came over and was gazing at them.
“May I touch them?” she asked timidly.

“I ... I think so,” Denith answered.
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She reached out to touch them, yet when she
was less than an inch away she stopped and looked
startled. “I can’t! I don’t know what itis. I ... I feel I
could just reach out and touch them, but ... my
hand won’t let me.”

Denith looked at his father, who remained
thoughtfully silent for some time. At last he spoke.
“It is undeniably a gift from the other world.”

“The other world?” Denith asked.

“Yes, son—a world it seems you have just been
given a glimpse of. I have heard of such tales
before.” Elden took a deep breath. “In fact, you are
not the only one to have seen this world.”

“I'm not?”

Elden laughed, and shook his head. “No, son—
it wasn’t me,” he said. “Remember I've told you about
your Uncle Celor, and how he mysteriously
disappeared so many years ago, before you were
born? Come to think of it, he was about your age
when it happened. People had all kinds of rumors
and explanations—that he’d fallen prey to a band
of thieving Drifters, or that he had thrown himself
off the cliffs and that his body had been washed
out to sea. Everyone believed something, but I knew
what had happened—at least, somewhat.

“I knew Celor better than anyone, and I know
what made him leave when he did. Celor was always
different in his younger years, a lot like you—
dreaming of things he couldn’t see, of lives he
couldn’t live. He wasn’t content with the simple life
around him. He wanted more.

“But our parents were not at all supportive of
such fanciful notions, and Celor would often get
rebuked for his vivid imagination. He was forbidden
to speak of such things to me—but of course he
still did. Under the cover of darkness, as we would
lie in our beds, he would tell me stories of a world
beyond this one, and how someday he would find a
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way to get there. I was too young to make much
sense of his stories, but they were exciting to listen
to, nonetheless.

“Then, as he grew older, life became more
difficult for my brother. My parents worked him very
hard, hoping his toils would cure him of his childish
dreams and thoughts. I thought that my parents
were far too hard on him, although I know that they
only wanted to help. Our mother was by far the
most adamant about it. She even wanted to move
elsewhere, saying that the life of a woodsman gave
Celor too much time to dream. But my father would
hear nothing of that. He had been raised a
woodsman, and so his sons would be woodsmen,
he said.

“But the night before Celor disappeared, as he
was coming home from the hills, he saw them.”

“Saw who?” Denith asked, totally curious.

“The other world—or beings from it. I would wager
that it happened much like what you just described
to me, though I seem to recall he mentioned an old
woman, and not an old man. Perhaps it could have
even been Faethé. I don’'t remember. As I said, that
was many years ago. But whatever he saw or heard
that day, I'm afraid he was not able to handle it all
that well. He was brought to the gateway of the other
world, as he told it, but he could not bring himself
to enter. He faltered. He feared what our parents
would think. But more than that, I think he was
afraid of what would be expected of him. He had
dreamed the dream, but when the moment came,
he did not have the courage to follow it.

“I remember, he came home very late. He
staggered in the door as pale as a ghost. At first
your grandmother thought he was drunk. He
wouldn’t answer any questions about where he’d
been or what he’d been doing. I suppose he knew
our parents wouldn’t believe him anyway, or would
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only berate him more, so he kept silent.

“He got a stiff beating, suffered it in silence, and
went to bed—a bruised and very broken-spirited
young man. That night he told me everything, and
when I awoke in the morning, he was gone. He had
taken a few belongings, stolen some money from
Mother’s jar, and that was the last anyone heard
of him.

“I never believed that he could have thrown
himself off any cliff, and as for being kidnapped by
the Drifters, well, I had my doubts about that too.
Everybody distrusts them, but nobody really knows
who they are or what they’re like. Whatever the case,
I could find no explanation as to where Celor had
gone, and why he never came back. In time, I largely
forgot about him. Everybody did. Even if he was
alive somewhere, he was dead here, and that was
that. It wasn’t until many years later that I thought
of him again. It was shortly before Faethé died.”

“My great-grandmother,” Denith added.

Elden nodded. “Before she passed on, she made
us vow that we would never do to you what my
parents had done to Celor—to limit you from
exploring the world around you, or to quench your
dreams, no matter how childish they were, even if
it seemed they could never be realized. She made
me promise on the memory of my brother that I
would give you the chance that my parents had
kept from Celor.

“I never knew exactly what she meant by that,
but perhaps I do now. I suspect that it will only be
a matter of time before you discover what the
purpose to these keys is—and then it will be up to
you to follow it. In the meantime, even I can see
that these keys are touched with the colors you
have spoken of, and I have an inkling,” he said,
standing and walking to the oil lamp in the corner,
“that as I turn up the lamp, we shall all see a touch
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of what color is.”

As he spoke, he brightened the lamp till it filled
the room as much as it possibly could. As Elden
had surmised, splashes of color were visible all
around. It was the same wood-hewn walls, the same
blurred glass windows, the same plants on the
mantelpiece, rugs on the floor, and flickering coals
in the hearth that they gazed at, only now in their
true colors. The sight was almost overwhelming.

“It’s beautiful!” Miria gasped. “Whatever it is that
you've touched, or been touched by, it’'s beautiful! I
don’t assume to understand all that you have
spoken of, but whatever has hidden this beauty
from our sight cannot have been good.”

They gazed about in wonder for some time, until
Elden slumped back in his chair. His eyes suddenly
felt very tired. “I must be going to bed,” he said.
“These sights are still going to be here tomorrow,
and I think these colors shall only yield us greater
beauties and wonders to discover by daylight.”

With that, Elden excused himself, and Miria
silently followed, leaving Denith alone in the room,
still gazing in awe at the colors around him, and
the keys in front of him. He picked them up again
and studied them more closely. Their shiny color—
which Denith would eventually come to learn as
golden—sparkled brightly in the plain light of the
table lamp.

The largest key stretched the length of his palm,
and closely matched the diameter of the ring. The
remaining six keys were all identical versions of
the first, only progressively smaller. There was no
visible way of removing a key, or adding one. The
unbroken ring had evidently been created for the
sole purpose of holding these seven keys, and these
alone. If not a direct clue to their nature, it was a
clear indication that these keys were not randomly
grouped together for convenience, but that being
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inseparably joined together, they formed a specific
tool for a specific use—one that would be Denith’s
to discover.

.
o

With the events of the day still running through
his head, Denith fell into a restless sleep. He dreamt
he was once again at the top of the cliff, looking out
over the same monochrome sunset he had gazed
at that evening. When he turned, Hoden was there
again, beckoning him to follow, which he did. Again
they came to the clearing filled with colors, and
again Denith saw the immaterial beings, though
their forms were now a little more distinct. Faethé
approached him, and stood next to Hoden.

“Where am I?” Denith asked, trying desperately
to recall why this scene looked as familiar as it did.

“You're in our world now—in our dimension,”
Hoden answered. “Here you’ll be able to see the
things we see, or the way that we see them—
whichever you prefer.”

“What is this world of yours?”

“Our world is very much a part of your world. In
fact, in many ways they are one and the same. But
in other ways, they are not,” Hoden explained.

“Your world, to put it as simply as possible, is an
extension of ours,” Faethé continued. “The things
of your world are, in many ways, childlike
illustrations of the greater realities that are found
within ours. And by the same token, events in our
world are often mirrored by their effect upon yours.
But because so few recognize this truth, they remain
blind to our existence, just like they are blind to
the colors that surround them.”

“But that I can now see,” Denith concluded.

“Yes,” Faethé answered. “And this is a moment
we have long been waiting for—perhaps longer
than you suspect.”

For a moment, Denith was unable to tear his
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gaze away from Faethé’s penetrating stare as she
locked eyes with his, until her gaze filled his entire
consciousness. When he finally managed to pull
back, he found he was no longer looking at the face
of a youthful girl, but of an old woman. The eyes
were the same bright and captivating eyes, but this
time they stared from a face laden with wrinkles,
and crowned with a head of silver-white hair.

“G... great-grandmother?” he stuttered.

“My darling little Denith,” Faethé answered, and
the age and wisdom in her voice teased distant
memories in Denith’s mind.

“You ... but you're dead!” No sooner had the
words escaped Denith’s lips than he realized how
foolish they sounded. “I ... I mean, how could any of
this be?”

“Like Hoden said, our world is still very much a
part of your world, and your world of ours. To your
world, I am dead, yes. But in reality, I am more alive
now than I ever was then. In truth, it is your world
that is dead, or dying, and that is why we have
come to you.”

“I'm not sure that I understand.”

“Let me tell you a story, like I used to. Nobody
remembers these stories anymore, and so they are
left to themselves in a dying gray world—the one
you have been calling your home all this time.”

“I don’t remember the stories,” Denith confessed.
“But I remember the dreams they used to give me.”

“And those are what kept you searching, didn’t
they?” Faethé responded. “Oh, the power of words,
the power of a story to open the heart and mind of
man to things he cannot otherwise see or compre-
hend!” As she spoke, her form began to change
again, and when she had come to the end of that
sentence, Denith was once again looking at the
youthful woman that—he now found it hard to
imagine—was his great-grandmother.
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“She was always a creature of the other world,”
Hoden now spoke up, with a twinkle in his eye. “I
knew that the first time I saw her. That's why I
married her.”

“You're married?”

“That’s right,” Faethé answered. “He’s your
great-grandfather. You never knew him—nor did
Elden, our grandson.”

“I passed on from your world before he was born,”
Hoden explained. “But I was always here in this
one—waiting, watching, over Faethé, over our
children, and finally over you. I watched as you were
born. I watched Faethé plant the seeds of truth in
your young mind until the day she too passed from
your world, and entered this realm. Then we
watched together as those seeds were buried by
time, and the world around you became your reality.
But the seeds stayed safe, waiting to sprout—and
now they have, and here you are.”

“And there you go speaking in riddles again,”
Faethé said, with a playful poke in Hoden’s
direction. “Why don’t you let me get on with the
story?”

She motioned for Denith to sit down, and then
sat across from him, folding her hands in her lap
like she used to whenever she was about to begin a
story.

“Once upon a time in a land where the grass
was green and the sky was blue...”

Denith listened with rapt attention, feeling like
a little boy again. Though he should have been
unfamiliar with the colors described in the story,
he was not. Perhaps it was the way Faethé
described everything. She had a gift of painting
pictures with words—pictures that moved and told
stories all of their own. And here, in this “other
world” that was too perfect to be a mere dream, the
images and colors that her words painted were
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unmistakable, and indelible.

“In this land there lived a great lord, who had
great, magical powers. He had created the land and
all that was in it. But his greatest achievement was
the creation of light. The light, he proclaimed, would
be above all, and over all. It would be everywhere.
This light had power to create magical reflections
called color. It fell upon everything he had formed—
hills and mountains, lakes and oceans, trees and
flowers; each was gifted with at least one of the
endless hues of color that light could create.

“This lord was greatly pleased with his creation,
and bequeathed it to his many children as their
inheritance, to live in and enjoy. And so his children
lived, walking in the beauty of the colors all about
them. Wherever they looked, whenever they would
see the colors, they would be reminded of the great
power of the light, and remember their father who
had created it.

“But one child was not satisfied. He was jealous
of his father’s great works, and desired to make his
own world, where all would think of him. He despised
the colors and all that they stood for, so he sought
a way to conquer them, to cause their influence to
diminish, until they would be seen no more. It was
then that he discovered the shadows.

“He observed that, wherever there was light,
there was also shadow, and in the shadow, the
colors were less brilliant, less distinguishable. If
he could not create light—or color—he would create
shadows, and shades. He would make a place filled
with greater shadows and lesser shadows, lighter
shades and darker shades, but there would be no
color—nothing to remind people of his father’s
greater powers.

“That would be the world in which he would
dwell, where he could be his own lord. He would
make it the seat of his power—a darkened world

23



THE SEVEN KEYS - DENITH'S STORY

that he would use for one purpose only: to obstruct
the light, and create shadows.

“And so he set forth, to a distant part of the land,
where he began to exercise his own inferior powers
to recreate the landscapes around him and
transform them into colorless vistas, and those who
wandered into them could only see shades of gray,
and no longer the full beauty of the world that their
father had made.

“Some thought it perverse, and quickly left, but
others thought it intriguing, different, and strangely
alluring. These stayed, not knowing that the longer
they remained in these dulled lands, the more veiled
their eyes and the more dulled their hearts became.
Soon they had no desire to return to their own places
of inheritance, but remained in the Shadowlands,
where life—as it seemed to them—was simpler and
easier; where the presence of their father became
invisible to them, and his goodness was quickly
forgotten.

“The jealous son apportioned each one who desired
it a new inheritance among the Shadowlands. In their
blind contentment, those who chose to stay—trading
the lands they had been given by their father for a
portion in this realm of gray—became unwitting
followers of and slaves to this son who had mastered
the shadows. He, in turn, added each new plot of land
that he acquired to the borders of his realm, until as
much as a third of the land his father had given his
children had fallen under the shadows.

“The father observed with sadness what was
transpiring, and warned his other children not to go
near the Shadowlands or venture into them. He
grieved for those for whom it was too late, and whose
children would be born never knowing the true beauty
of the lands he had created, or the fondness he felt in
their presence.” With that, Faethé stopped. There was
a long pause. The story was over.
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“That is a sad and rather pointless story, if that
is all there is to it,” Denith said with some
disappointment.

“But it is not just a story, and that is not all
there is to it,” Faethé answered. “At least, it doesn’t
have to be. You see, it is a small picture of what
has happened to your world. You common folk live
largely in the Shadowlands, seeing only colorless
shades instead of the real brightness and beauty
all around you.”

Hoden now spoke up. “Your great-grandmother
here was one of the last surviving believers among
the commoners. When many others were already
blinded, she never faltered, never gave in. They
thought her simple, they thought her crazy, but all
the while, her eyes could see a world beyond their
comprehension.”

“This world?” Denith asked, looking around.

“Yes, this world—a world that remains largely
invisible to the vast majority of common folk who
have never known color, and so have difficulty
seeing its creatures.”

“You mean the figures around us?” Denith asked.
“I can almost see them, but it is difficult. Sometimes
I see right through them, or they vanish in front of
my eyes.”

“Exactly! And that is because they are creatures
who exist only in the purest forms of color, like a
rainbow.”

“A rainbow?”

“Ah, yes. You have never seen a rainbow, because
you have never been able to see the colors as purely
as they are created by light. You see, all color is
hidden within a single ray of light, and when that
light strikes what is called a prism, it breaks open
like a nut, revealing all the colors that hide within
it. But if you cannot see the colors, such simple
truths are not the only ones that become almost
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impossible to comprehend.”

Denith could hardly make any sense of the
man’s words, and was at an equal loss as to what
question he could ask in the hopes of under-
standing.

“These are things you will learn to understand
with time,” Faethé said with sympathy. “Most folks
don’t know they are living in shadow. They have
grown up with it all their lives, being told that colors
are but a flight of fancy, that those who claim to
see them are lost souls whose minds are not within
them. And so these people—your people, Denith—
have become dependent on their life, like a captive
bird that has grown dependent on the security of
its cage. They have forgotten the meaning of true
freedom, even of their very existence—a meaning
that is yours to rediscover, that you might help
others to find it again.”

Denith fell silent again. A sense of responsibility
came over him, and with it a heaviness of heart.
He suddenly wished he hadn’t asked so many
questions.

It was at this moment that he awoke, and the
dream vanished. He turned to look at the keys,
which rested on a small nightstand beside his bed.
Their soft, tinted glow lit the room like candle.

“What am I to do with you?” he questioned aloud.
“What are all these things supposed to mean?”

He knew only one thing—his life was never to be
the same. His future was suddenly a vast unknown.
His entire world had changed from one moment to
the next, and yet—perhaps most disconcerting of
all—he had no idea what it had become.

26



-3-
AMY

As Elden had surmised, the little Woodsman
family discovered a lot more in the days that
followed. The world around them was a totally new
place. The beauty that stunned their eyes that first
morning they awoke to this world of color—the blue
skies, the green grass, the autumn-colored leaves—
in time became an accepted reality.

It was a reality they kept to themselves. The
Woodsman cottage was a remote one, and they had
little interaction with the nearby village. Miria spent
most of her time at home, and with Denith
managing most of the active foresting on his own,
Elden was the only one who regularly ventured into
the heart of their little village, to stock up on
supplies, and to deliver wood and Miria’s forest-
fruit jams to their customers.

This village had no name. Like all villages of the
Commonlands, it had never needed one. These
villages were largely self-contained communities
who found their identity in whatever region they
were part of.

For Denith and his parents, it had always been
sufficient to know that they lived by the “Southern
Bluffs”—which was not so much a name as a
description of the fact that their village was located
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near the cliffs on the southernmost tip of the
Commonland territories.

Even that name was unusual. Most other
villages simply belonged to the Borderlands (in
which the Southern Bluffs also fell), the Heartlands,
the Woodlands, or the Lowlands—the four regions
that collectively made up the Commonlands.

But few were aware of these geographical
distinctions. In fact, other than the Traders, few
common people ever set out to travel any great
distance.

So the sight and knowledge of the colors and
the keys remained a secret of the Woodsman family
(which, again, was more of a description than a
name) for the better part of a year. In that time,
whether it was by virtue of the keys, which Denith
always kept with him, or simply the virtue of getting
older, Denith noticed that his senses had become
sharper, his thoughts about life and the world
around him clearer, and his character and inner
sense of purpose stronger. His more childlike
yearnings for adventure developed into a more
defined desire to fulfill his quest, though he did not
yet know what form that quest would take.

He would often meander past the point where
he had first met Hoden, hoping that he would once
again see him, and perhaps learn what he was to
do next. But the hillside remained as deserted as it
had been before.

He was encouraged, nonetheless, by the
steadiness of his father, who constantly reassured
him that when it was time, he would know what he
was meant to do. It was no use to venture out into
an unknown world of his own accord, Elden
cautioned him. It was better to wait until he knew
where he was to go, and what he was to do. There
was a time and season for everything, and when
that time and season would come, Elden knew the

28



AMY
instructions would be quick to follow.

“What are you doing, young Denith, sitting there
on the hillside by yourself?”

Startled out of his reverie, Denith looked up to
see Amy. She was his nearest neighbor, though they
rarely saw each other. Amy seemed to prefer a
reclusive life, and lived even further from the village
than Denith and his parents did.

Denith could not remember the last time they
had met, and this was certainly the first time she’d
ever approached him alone.

“Oh hello, Amy,” he said, looking up at the middle-
aged woman. The colors she wore were hardly
flattering, but Denith found that she was not
altogether unpleasant to look at.

“It is hot today,” she said as she wiped her brow.
“So what are you doing here, sitting and looking
out to sea in the middle of the day?”

“Just taking a short break.”

“Ah, that’s what it is. So what are you thinking
about when you stare out to sea like that?”

Denith laughed, and looked down. “Sometimes I
don’t think at all. I just watch the waves, and the
wind playing on the water’s surface. It’s very
soothing.”

“Soothing?” Amy said with a laugh. “You speak
like an old man. I don’t think that you can know
the full meaning of ‘soothing’ until you've lived just
a little longer. Then, after you've known some of
the stresses of life and the toll that years can bring,
you’ll really appreciate what ‘soothing’ can be.”

With that, Amy sat herself down next to Denith,
and looked silently across the sea as well. Surely
he must have thoughts of young ladies running
through his head, she thought to herself. Perhaps
he’d—

“What do you think of, ma’am, when you look

29



THE SEVEN KEYS - DENITH'S STORY

across the sea?” Denith asked, interrupting her
thoughts.

She gave an enigmatic smile, and asked, “What
makes you want to know what I think about, boy?”

But Denith missed the question. Her smile had
caught him off guard. She almost looked ...
beautiful. But Denith stopped himself. She was as
old as his own mother. Still...

“What are you looking at, boy?” Amy’s sharp
question jolted Denith out of his thoughts.

“I'm sorry, ma’am,” Denith replied, quickly
looking away. “I ... couldn’t help but stare for a
moment.”

“Well, you'd better not be staring at the wrong
places!”

“I'm sorry—I didn’t—I mean, I wouldn’t think
of...”

“Never mind, boy.”

Denith was suddenly anxious to change the
subject. “Actually, there is something I think about
when I sit here. I wonder what it’s like on the other
side—you know, the Barons. They say they're a
fierce sort of people, but I don’t know. I've heard
other things that turned out not to be so after all.”

Amy turned and, for several silent moments,
looked into his eyes with a deep, penetrating stare.
Then, without another word, she stood up and
flounced off, her long skirt swishing around her legs
as she walked.

Funny woman, Denith thought. Strange en-
counter. There was something curious about it all,
and Denith knew he would not be able to rest until
he discovered what.

.
o

“Father,” Denith said, when they were seated
around the table that night, “today I had a most
unusual encounter.”

“Oh?” Elden’s eyes lit up.
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“No, no—it wasn’t with the other world. It was
Amy. I was just sitting there, minding my own
business, when she came up to me.”

“Oh no!” Miria said, shaking her head with a
disapproving look.

Denith looked at her, puzzled, then turned back
to his father.

“Amy’s a strange woman,” Elden said, as if to
explain Miria’s reaction. “Well, you're a grown man.
We can talk about these things now. Amy came from
a poor family, and her parents died when she was
young. All was well, however, and she was a cheerful
and friendly soul managing her own affairs, until a
rather unfortunate incident marred her life, and
made her into the somewhat embittered and
cloistered soul that she is today.

“It happened before you were born. It was a
strange time, and as with many strange events,
folks here do not talk about them much. Most
common folk don’t like to talk of things they can’t
understand. But that doesn’t mean the events are
forgotten, and of all people, Amy is probably the
one who remembers them the best.”

Denith looked intently at his father, eager to not
miss anything of the story he knew was to follow.

“A Baron ship had washed ashore, wrecked on
some rocks off our coast during a storm. It happened
a good deal away from our village, and had the
Watchers not warned us that these Barons were to
be avoided, few of us would have even known about
it at all. But that was only the beginning.

“Soon after, whole troops of these Watchers came
into the village. We had seen them before, these
soldiers that keep the peace in our villages, but to
see such a large number of them suddenly show
up as if out of nowhere was almost frightening.

“They rode right past our house on the way to
where the ship had been stranded. They were an
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impressive sight—dressed in uniforms, strong and
armed. It seemed a big force simply to keep a handful
of Barons from causing any trouble, but at least
we felt safer for it—that is, until the next day.

“I was working in the forest when I heard sounds
of fierce fighting echoing up the hills. But by the
time I got near it, everything was over. The
shipwreck was aflame, and the ground was littered
with the bodies of Watchers. The Barons were
nowhere to be seen. After that, we were in greater
fear and dread of the Barons than we ever had
been.”

“So where does Amy come in?” Denith inquired.

“Amy was all that much younger at the time,
and she lived nearer to the scene of this wreck than
anyone. She stumbled across one of the Barons who
had washed ashore some distance from the ship.
She tended his wounds, and would have returned
him to his companions had it not been for the battle.
By the time she realized what had happened, the
rest of the Barons were gone.

“The man had lost much of his memory, so she
decided to let him stay in her own house until he
fully recovered, and regained some sense of his
identity. Apparently it did not take long for romance
to blossom between the two, and Amy soon found
herself carrying the man’s child, though they had
taken no formal marriage vows that anybody knew
of.

“Then ... well, nobody really knows what
happened, although there are many versions of the
story. But some time in the midst of all this, the
man left, and was never seen in these parts again.
From that time on, Amy was never the same. She
kept to herself more than ever, especially once she
discovered she was with child. And that’s just about
how she’s lived her life ever since.

“But she remains tight-lipped about the whole
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thing. She’ll never talk about the young man, or
reveal anything she might know about why or how
he left. The child, a girl, was soon born, but has
rarely been seen. Being of illegitimate birth, and
half-Baron besides, it is not surprising that Amy
would seek to shelter her from the treatment she
would likely receive from the rest of the village. If
folks have not outright forgotten her by this time,
they certainly no longer think of her, and that’'s
just about the same. It’s a sad story,” Elden
concluded.

But Denith’s mind was still racing over a new
unanswered question: What did Amy know about
the Barons, and why would she never talk about
it?

“What else do you know about the Barons,
Father?”

“Very little. And even much that we already know
is based on hearsay. No one really knows what sort
of people they are, and even fewer care to find out.
I've heard that Traders occasionally do business
with them, but that is likely because their greed
surpasses their fears—and even then I've never
heard of them going anywhere other than the
Seaport Islands.”

“And what about the Watchers? Do they know
more?”

“You know what they’re like. They never talk
much, if at all. They come in their small bands,
collect their dues, and leave without much fanfare.
They never have any business with the likes of us,
just with the town court. But considering how
ingloriously they were defeated by the Barons, I
suspect they don’t know much about them either.”

The room grew silent for quite some time, until
Elden spoke again.

“But that doesn’t satisfy your curiosity, does it,
son?”
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Denith looked down. “I don’t know, Father.
Somehow I get the feeling this all has something to
do with why I was given the keys. I'm not sure why
or how, but ... I feel compelled to seek the answers
to these things—wherever I can.”

There was an even longer silence. Finally Elden
responded, “Perhaps so. Only make sure that your
curiosity leads you in the right direction. Don’t
simply go seeking adventure. Any fool can seek
adventure, but it is a wise man who can discover
and pursue the particular purpose that has been
set before him.”

Denith knew his father was right, but he also
knew that he’d find no rest until he had resolved
the questions that now lingered in his mind. He
decided to visit Amy the next morning. If there was
any place to start looking for some answers, that
would be it.

Denith stood at a distance for some minutes,
debating whether he should approach the humble
cottage, or if it was perhaps best to do away with
his foolish plan. But his curiosity—even more than
his desire to pursue his contact with Amy—soon
got the better of him. Before long he was casually
strolling towards the cottage, hands in his pockets,
humming as he walked.

Amy was tending a small garden. The familiar
ocean horizon stretched silently behind her bending
form. Startled by the sound of someone approaching,
she raised herself up and shaded her eyes, trying to
make out who it was.

“Well, what a surprise!” she called out skeptically
as Denith came nearer. “What brings the likes of
you here?”

“Well, ma’am, we are neighbors,” Denith was
quick to respond, “and you did me the pleasure of
paying an unannounced visit yesterday, so I
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thought I would repay the courtesy.”

She crossed her arms on the fence post, and
leaned over with a bemused smile.

“So ... here you are!” Amy said, as if prompting
Denith to continue with the conversation.

There was silence for a few moments as both
stood uneasily looking at one another, Denith
desperately searching for a topic—any topic—to
start off on.

“So, how are things going around here?” Denith
finally ventured.

Amy chuckled in her low, soft voice, and quickly
brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Fine, I suppose.
Come on in,” she said as she unlatched the gate.
“Please.”

As Denith made his way up the stone path that
led to the cottage door, he caught sight of someone
peering from behind the curtains. Then the folds
fell back in place, and the figure disappeared.

“Was that your daughter?” he asked.

“Yes. Ah, so that’s who you came to see, is it?”

“Well, yes—and no. You see, I mentioned our
encounter of yesterday to my father.”

“You did, huh?”

“I'm very interested in your story. You're a brave
soul to do what you did. Most people would probably
have left that Baron to himself, to die.”

Amy looked away, off to the side, towards the
sea. After a moment of silence, she said, “I was
young, a dreamer, impulsive. I don’t know that I
would do the same thing now, especially not if I
knew the trouble it was going to end up causing
me. I didn’t stop to think much about what I did in
those days.”

“So what did end up happening—I mean, with
the Baron? My father said it was all rather
mysterious.”

“And so it shall remain. Is that why you came?
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Looking for some new piece of gossip about me?
Well, you’'ll find none, I assure you. It'll be a waste
of your time!”

“No! It’'s not like that at all. I'm not looking to
gossip—really! I ... I just came to talk.”

“Well, you certainly chose a bold topic to start
with!”

“It’s only because, when I heard the story, I knew
there was something more to you than there is to
many of the simple folk around here. Plus, like I
said yesterday, I've always been interested in the
Barons, so when I found out that you had actually
... you know ... been with one, I had to come see
you again.”

Amy looked down, pondering his words for a
moment. “Well, the least I can do for your trouble,
in that case, is introduce you to my daughter—she
is half-Baron, after all.” Then, turning towards the
house, she shouted in a rather commanding
manner, “Keren! Keren, come on out!”

A nervous girl, trying with all of her might to
appear casual, stumbled awkwardly into the open
doorway. Flustered, and blushing even more at the
rather clumsy entrance she had made, the girl kept
her eyes downward. It was obvious she was not eager
to be introduced to anyone.

Amy, however, pretended not to notice. “This is
Denith, our neighbor. He’s come to pay us a visit—
courtesy call, isn’t that right?”

Denith nodded, as Amy now led her daughter to
where Denith stood.

“Denith, meet Keren, my daughter.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Keren said softly.

“Likewise,” Denith answered.

“You must be thirsty,” Amy suddenly said to
Denith. “T'll go and get you something to drink.”

Before Denith had a chance to respond, Amy had
disappeared inside, leaving him and Keren alone.
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Though from her look and timid manner Denith
would have guessed her much younger, he
nevertheless knew that she was about two years
older than himself. She stood silently before Denith,
her eyes cast towards the ground. Denith took the
opportunity to discreetly study her appealing
physique, and the half-Baron features which, at
least in his opinion, served to make her far more
attractive than any of the village girls he’d had the
opportunity to meet before—and whom he had never
been very interested in.

Keren, with her olive skin, long, dark eyelashes,
and almond-shaped eyes, was an interesting blend
of foreign color with the somewhat concealed beauty
Denith had earlier spotted in Amy.

“Drinks are served,” Amy said when she finally
emerged from the house again to find the two still
standing at the same spot in silence. “Come, you
two. We'll sit on the porch in the back, where we
can all make ourselves more comfortable.”

The back porch provided a magnificent seaside
view. From here Denith could see the distant tree-
topped cliffs upon which he himself often sat. I didn’t
realize how high they were, he thought to himself,
studying them from this new angle.

While the ensuing conversation yielded little in
the way of answers that Denith was not already
aware of, he found himself drawn to Amy and her
daughter, and a friendship quickly developed. After
this, he began visiting more often, even helping
around the house with improvements and tasks the
two women were unable to tackle themselves.

The pressing questions that had occupied him
at first soon gave way to a more passive curiosity
and observance of these women, their ways and
moods, their conversations, their manner with him
and each other. It was different from his home life
in many ways. His father seldom let his words or
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thoughts run away with him as these women did
in their discussions, and Denith learned to enjoy
this part of their character. This, together with the
fact that the ocean view from their porch was
beautifully enhanced by the presence of these two
women, made Amy’s cottage his new spot of
preference to spend the evenings watching the sun
bid its farewell to the day.

“The spring season is coming to a close, son.
There isn’t going to be much to do around here for
awhile. Are you still having thoughts about going
somewhere?”

Denith plopped himself down in the chair
directly across from his father. “No, I can’t say I
have. It hasn’t really been in the forefront of my
mind lately.”

“I remember not too long ago you were anxious
to pursue something. I don’t know if you still have
the same desire, but it might be wise to make some
plans if you do. The seasons are not friendly for
travelers all year round, you know, and if you are
indeed meant to set out somewhere, this would be
the most likely time for it.”

Denith nodded. Elden was, as always, as
practical as he was wise. But still Denith hesitated
before answering.

“I'm not exactly sure anymore that I'm supposed
to be setting out. I've been spending more time with
Amy and Keren lately.”

“I know, son,” Elden interrupted.

“There’s really nothing going on,” he said with a
shrug. “They’re interesting people—different from
everyone else.”

“I'm sure they are. So, have you told them
anything?” his father asked.

“Told them anything? Oh ... no, nothing outright.
We've talked about the colors sometimes, but I've
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never told them about the keys or the other world
or anything like that.”

“Well then, let me ask you one question.” Elden
paused for emphasis. “Why are you pursuing this
friendship if it is not to pursue your quest, to seek
the answers you felt these keys were compelling
you to find? Or is it only a distraction that is serving
to distance you from the things you were so intent
on discovering only a short while ago?”

Denith grew silent. These questions had also
been entering his own mind of late, though he had
brushed them aside as inconsequential. But
hearing them put into words suddenly made having
ignored them seem very wrong. “I don’t know,
Father. I thought I could start by finding some
answers with them, about the Barons and all.”

“I see,” Elden said, and then decided to drop the
topic, not wanting to make an issue out of it.

But Denith was already unsettled, and that
night decided that, at their next meeting, he would
tell Amy and Keren all he knew, and watch how
they responded to his tales of the other world.

“You're very quiet today, Denith,” Keren said,
sitting beside him on the porch swing the following
evening.

“I suppose I am,” Denith said.

Amy looked first at Denith, then at Keren,
wondering whether Keren had sensed something
that she had not. She looked on with interest as
the conversation continued.

“So what’s preoccupying your mind today?”

“Well, since work will be slow for the next while,
I've been thinking about having a change, doing
something different with my life.”

“Oh, Denith!” Keren said, a look of eager
anticipation in her eyes.

Denith shot a troubled look over at Amy, who

39



THE SEVEN KEYS - DENITH'S STORY

was looking a little distressed herself that her
daughter seemed to have the wrong notion of
Denith’s plans. In spite of her intriguing appear-
ance, Denith had shown little interest in Keren
other than the interest of a friend. But unbeknownst
to Denith, Keren’s feelings had grown a good deal
stronger towards him.

Amy lowered her head and bit her lip, worried
as to what would follow. For many years—all
through Keren'’s childhood and as she was entering
womanhood—Amy had sheltered Keren from the
reality of how people saw her: an outcast and
illegitimate daughter of a Baron. She knew there
was little hope that Keren could ever improve on
her lot, not being of wealthy heritage either.

But Amy knew that one day Keren would have
to face the truth of what she was to the rest of this
narrow-minded community. As a mother, Amy had
dreaded the coming of that day, and this seemed to
be the start of it.

“I've been thinking of going on a journey,” Denith
abruptly began again.

Keren’s mouth dropped.

Denith was quick to see her dismay, and at once
realized the reason for it.

Amy, with a transparent smile, quickly took over
the conversation. “And tell me, where are you
thinking of going?” she asked.

“I ... uh,” Denith stuttered, first looking at Amy
and then at Keren. “I'm not sure,” he answered,
suddenly at a loss for words. He had hoped to find
some measure of support or encouragement for
embarking on his venture, but instead, he realized
he had just devastated Keren.

“Well, maybe it’s not a very good idea,” he said.
“I only said I've been thinking about it.”

“Maybe it is a good idea,” Amy retorted, with a
touch of coolness in her voice.
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Keren quickly excused herself and went inside,
under the pretext of needing to tend to something.

Amy sat quietly for a while, then said sharply,
“You timed that quite well, didn’t you?”

“I'm very sorry. I had no idea!”

“I know you had no idea, though you must have
been quite dull witted not to realize that such a
tender, emotional girl would be bound to fall in love
with the first man who took any interest in her. My
only wish is that you could have let her down a
little more gently, rather than just coming right out
and saying you were leaving.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Well, I suppose it’s done now. We'll just have to
cope with the consequences later. But tell me,
what’s really behind these changes you're thinking
of?”

Denith really didn’t feel like talking any more,
let alone passing on the truth of this other world
he’d planned to tell them about. Here I thought I
knew so much and have seen so much, yet I failed to
see how easily Keren’s heart would be broken, he
reasoned. “What does it matter now?” he finally
mumbled.

Amy’s attitude softened. She realized that Denith
was inexperienced in matters of the heart, and that
he had intended no harm. “It will be all right,” she
said gently. “She’ll get over it, I'm sure. We all do.”

“It’'s not that I think badly of her,” Denith tried
to explain, then hesitated.

“It's okay. I doubt she can hear you. She won’'t
be back for a while, so you can talk freely. I can’t
shelter her from pain forever, and she may as well
start getting used to it now. But why would you want
to travel? You don’t strike me as the kind of man
that becomes a Trader. So what is this about?”

“It’s a long story. I received this gift from someone
that ... well ... it’s a very special gift, and somehow
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I knew this gift would end up taking me somewhere,
as in leading my life along a path different from the
typical ones people around here follow.”

“Speak plainly, boy!”

Denith took a deep breath and, leaning back
against the porch swing, began to rock back and
forth. “Very well. Then let me tell you the story from
the beginning.”

He proceeded to tell Amy the story of Hoden,
Faethé, the gift of the keys, and the beautiful beings
that had surrounded him and instructed him with
their melodious whispers.

As he spoke, he felt like he was reliving it all
again. The pictures and images came to his mind
vividly, so much so that he wondered whether those
beings were right there with him, surrounding him
and reminding him of each detail of their meeting.

Amy sat in rapt attention. She was unable to
take her eyes from Denith while he told his tale.
Finally, when all was done, she said, “Well, I've told
a lot of stories in my time, and heard many more,
but this is certainly the most fanciful tale I've ever
heard.” Then Amy looked at him and continued with
a seriousness that he’d seldom seen in her, “But
this is more than just a fanciful tale, isn’t it?”

Denith reached inside his shirt and felt the
pouch that he always wore close to his body. “Oh
yes, it’s real,” he assured her, as he carefully drew
the keys out, laying them out on the table in front
of her. “Could anything be more real than this?”

Amy gasped. “They’re beautiful,” she whispered.
“They ... they're glowing! What’s that odd glow?”

“Do you see their color?”

“That’s color?” she asked, and then looked up.
“Oh my!” Her eyes darted back and forth before she
covered them with her hands, as if they were in
pain. Then she opened them and looked around
again. “I can see them too—the colors you spoke
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of—they’re here, Denith! They're here. Oh,
everything ... it’s so real!”

Tears started streaming down her face. “This is
the most beautiful gift I have ever been given. I had
always wished there was more, but I never knew
what to believe. They...” She looked across the
ocean. “They too speak of colors, and strange things
about shadowed ones and dark lands. I never
thought it could be true.”

She continued to weep. “How has this secret,
these colors, been kept from us all this time? You

. with these keys ... you've been seeing them all
along, haven’t you? And yet you've kept them
hidden from us all this time?”

Denith was quiet. He did not know how to
respond to her questions—or why he had not
revealed the keys to them before, especially seeing
how eagerly Amy embraced the sight of the colors.
“I'm sorry,” he finally managed to answer. “I didn’t
know that it would be this simple for everyone. I ...
I think this treasure I hold is far greater than I
realize.”

“Wait! I have to show Keren. She will forget her
heartbreak instantly, I am sure.”

Denith shook his head. “I don’t know if that’s
such a good idea.”

She looked at Denith sternly. “Why are you so
afraid of this beauty? Why are you so afraid of
sharing this treasure? How could you doubt it, now
that you can see?”

She left and soon reappeared, pulling a
reluctant, puffy-eyed Keren behind her.

“No, Mother, stop! Leave me alone!”

Amy stood and almost pushed Keren till she was
standing directly in front of Denith, who was still
sitting, the keys hidden behind his curled up
hands.

“What’s this all about?” Keren asked. She
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glanced at Denith’s hands as he cautiously opened
them, and squinted for a moment, as if the sight
stunned her eyes.

“It’s the keys,” Amy encouraged her. “Look at the
keys.”

“Why? What for?” Keren once again turned and
stole a glance at the keys. “They’re glowing.
They're...” She paused, as though searching for the
right words. “They're different—not like the world
around us.”

“It's because they come from a different world,”
Denith explained.

“What do you mean, a different world?” Keren
asked.

Amy hastily scooted a chair up behind her and
sat her down. “There, now,” she said, looking at
Denith in an almost commanding manner. “Speak!
Tell her the same story that you told me.”

Once again, Denith recounted all that had
happened to him that evening over a year ago. Once
again the other world seemed to dance before his
eyes as he told his tale. It was almost as though
the purpose of these keys grew with every telling of
the tale, and as he spoke, he started making sense
of things that had been somewhat mysterious to
him before.

Keren, like her mother, was mesmerized. Amy
sat through the entire tale again. By the time it
was done, the sun had fully set, and darkness was
settling in.

“So now you feel the nature of this gift compelling
you to embark on a journey,” Amy concluded.

“Yes—though I am not sure where, or even why.
But I feel something pulling me, away from home,
away from the bluffs, away from all I have known
before—and away from you.” Denith said the last
bit with a tone of regret, and looked at Keren.

“I understand, Denith. I do,” Keren replied in a
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whisper. She then turned to Amy. “Mama, you said
that Papa spoke of these things too.”

“Shhh,” Amy cautioned, putting her finger to her
lips. That topic was closed to discussion.
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A blustery wind, appearing almost as if from
nowhere, began whipping across the trail along
which Denith was trudging home. Feeling a sudden
chill, Denith tightened his cloak around him. It was
not the season for this kind of wind, but the evenings
were always chilly, and he was glad now for the
added warmth his cloak provided.

It had been over a week since he told Amy and
Keren of his intended journey, but he was at this
moment no closer to leaving than he had been then.
He was still waiting for something, he told himself,
though he did not know what.

It was difficult to see who was standing afar off
on the pathway, but after coming a little closer he
recognized Keren. She was standing with a
distraught look on her face, clutching her arms
around her body. Denith hurried to her.

“Keren!” He reached out and clasped her by the
shoulders. “What is it? What's wrong?”

“It's Mother!”

“Amy? What about her? Can I help?”

“No! It’s too late!”

“What do you mean? Tell me, quickly, what’s
happened?”

“I don’t know,” Keren said, looking up at him with
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quivering lip and tear-stained face. “I came home
today and she was gone!”

“Perhaps she just went visiting, and the winds
delayed her return, or maybe—"

“No, Denith! She’s gone. She’s not coming back.”

“How do you know? Did she leave a note?”

Keren shook her head, and burst into sobs.

“Come on. I'm sure it’s just your imagination!
Let’s go to your house. You're going to catch your
death of a cold out here.”

“No, Denith, it’s not my imagination!” Keren
protested between her sobs, and then sniffed back
a few tears. “I'd gone for a walk, exploring every
new color I could lay my eyes on. It was such a
peaceful afternoon, and before I knew it, it was
already getting dark, so I hurried home. When I got
there ... it was windy, but ... the door ... it was wide
open. There was no sign of Mother anywhere. I went
into the kitchen. She’d been preparing dinner. The
fire was still lit, the food was half-prepared on the
table. I called her name, but there was no answer.”

By now Denith had taken Keren under his arm
and was slowly leading her back to her cottage. After
a brief lull in their conversation, Keren burst into
sobs again.

“Please don’t cry,” Denith urged her. “We’ll figure
this out. Tell me everything!”

“I panicked. I thought maybe she’d fallen and
hurt herself somewhere. I ran to the vegetable
garden. She wasn’'t there. There was no sign of her
anywhere. I went back into the house to look for
any clue as to where she might have gone. I was so
afraid, Denith! I knew something was wrong, but I
didn’t know what. Then I came to my mother’s
bedroom, and there, lying on the bed...”

She again stopped, buried her head in her
hands, and sobbed uncontrollably.

“Shh! Stop crying. You have to tell me—what did
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you find on her bed?”

“There was no sign of any struggle...”

“Go on!”

“It ... it was this horrifying sword, lying on the
bed. I was so scared, Denith. That’s when I ran.”

“A sword? That’s all?”

“It was so terrifying,” Keren sobbed. “I wasn’t
going to touch it—I didn’t want to touch anything. I
didn’t know who was there, or what they’d done, or
if they were still hiding, waiting for me...”

As she spoke, they neared the cottage. The door
was still open, being swung back and forth by gusts
of wind that swirled through the front porch.

Denith stepped inside.

“Be careful, Denith.”

He took a deep breath and tried desperately to
exude some semblance of strength and courage.
“Come, show me where you saw it,” he said, a little
louder than necessary. The house remained silent,
undisturbed.

Keren stood behind Denith, directing him
towards the room. The door was slightly open.
Slowly, Denith approached the door and peered
through. All was still. Carefully he opened the door
further. The room was neat and empty. Keren,
feeling safer with Denith at her side, now pointed
towards her mother’s bed.

“There,” she proclaimed, proving this had not
merely been her imagination.

Indeed, there it was, lying on the bed—the huge,
ever-so-slightly curved sword and scabbard. The
scabbard was a deep, dark red, of the finest leather
dyed to a perfect tone, with strange inscriptions
and patterns embroidered into the leather with
shiny yellowish thread—almost like the color of his
keys, Denith observed.

“Do you know these inscriptions?” Denith asked.
“They look like some sort of lettering, but like nothing
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I've ever seen before.”

“Maybe it’'s Baron writing,” Keren suggested.
“The sword is curved, after all. Mother told me that’s
what their swords are like.”

“Is it meant to be a sign?” Denith asked. “Perhaps
a signal of some sort that they were here, and that
your mother is now with them.”

“But what would they want with Mother? What
use could she be to them?”

“Use?”

“I mean, what could they want with a woman
her age?”

“Your mother is a gracious woman,” Denith
answered. “Never think that because of the way
she allows herself to look or because of the
sharpness she sometimes speaks with, that she has
nothing to give.”

“So,” Keren continued as she sat down shakily
on the edge of the bed, “Mother is with the Barons.
But is she safe, or is she dead?”

“If she had left of her own accord, she most likely
would have left a note. But why leave so suddenly?
I think it more likely that she was taken by
surprise—though, as you said, there’s no sign of a
struggle, so she must have gone willingly. And the
sword was probably meant to be a signal of
something, though I can’t imagine what.”

“I don’t care what they left it for. I don’t like it,”
Keren suddenly concluded.

Denith looked at the sheath once again. “So you
think these are Baron inscriptions? I wonder what
they mean.” He leaned over and clasped one hand
around the hilt, and the other on the sheath, and
then pulled the sword out. It was not as heavy as
he had thought it would be. As he turned it from
side to side, the blade glinted in the last rays of
sunlight that were coming through the bedroom
window. “Magnificent,” he whispered in awe. “You
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could do a lot of damage with a sword like this.”

Keren had little interest in the sword. “What am
I to do now, Denith?” she said with a sob, slumping
onto the bed. “I am so afraid! I'm afraid to stay here
alone, but I have nowhere else to go. Oh, what a
life! I thought it was getting better, but it was all for
the worse. I'm so afraid.” She was shivering, and
was a most pathetic sight.

Denith laid the sword back on the bed and
hurried over to her side, wrapping his arms around
her. She rested her head on his shoulder as he
gently began stroking her hair. He eased her to her
feet and led her out of the bedroom.

As they left the room, Keren looked back over
her shoulder. “Take it off the bed! Please, take it. I
don’t want it to stay here. Can you toss it off the
cliff into the sea? Please?”

“Yes. Don’t worry. I'll get rid of it.”

With that, Denith led her into the main room,
where he seated her on a couch, and then walked
over to start a fire in the hearth. There was
something very final about the sword on the bed,
and somehow Denith knew Keren was right to think
that Amy would not be coming back.

It was a long evening. Keren refused to do much
except stare dismally into the fire. Occasionally she
would begin to make some conversation, but at the
mere thought of her mother or of what had become
of her, she would break down in tears again.

Denith himself was feeling very tired. It had been
a long, hard day. He had little doubt that Keren
was just as tired, yet he knew she would probably
not be willing to lie down and rest for fear of what
might happen while she was sleeping.

“You must try to rest.”

“I can’t. I don’t want to. What if they come for
me?”

“You must rest,” he said again. “Come, let me
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take you to your room. I'm sure things will look
different after a good night’s sleep. I'll stay beside
you—don’t worry.”

Somewhat reluctantly, she allowed him to help
her stand. She walked to her room and flopped down
on the bed. Once again overcome with grief, she
rolled over and buried her head in her large, soft
pillow, and sobbed.

Denith felt too weary to offer any comfort. Her
grief was obviously more than she could bear, and
he knew there was little he could do about it. He
sat on the edge of her bed, stroking her hair and
laying a hand on her shoulders. After a while, her
sobs softened, and then stopped. Just as he thought
that she was drifting off to sleep, she turned over
and brushed her hair away from her forehead.

“Oh, thank you, Denith. Thank you for being
here,” she whispered.

There was something in her look that took
Denith by surprise, and the attractiveness of her
form suddenly danced before him—her comely
figure, her soft skin, her flowing hair, her Baron-
like features. And the more aware of these he
became, the more he wanted to hold her close and
caress her entire body—to kiss those waiting lips.
He had not felt this way about her before, but there
was something about the closeness—being there,
touching her, feeling her body responding to his
caresses as if pleading with him to continue. He
hesitated, afraid of what this was leading to.

Her hands reached up as she moistened her lips
with her tongue.

Denith took a deep breath, all the while holding
her gaze steady in his own.

As her arms began to encircle Denith, she ran
her fingers through his hair, and then down his
cheeks. Slowly her hands moved across his
shoulders, down his arms and then back up again,
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letting her slender fingers wander up inside the
sleeves of his shirt—caressing, feeling, silently
begging for his arms to wrap themselves around
her. No words were spoken.

Then she began to remove his vest. There was
little doubt now what she was inviting him to do.
Again he swallowed, but still was not able to utter
a word. The urges he felt rising inside of him were
almost more than he could contain.

There was a struggle going on inside him, a
struggle between his passion and his common
sense—the knowledge that it would not be wise to
give in to her advances. Her hands found their way
under his loose shirt, and began caressing his bare
chest. She slowly rubbed her hands up and down
the sides of his body—and let her fingers linger in
places where no one else’s had wandered before.

Passion vanquished common sense as Denith,
unable to resist Keren’s advances any longer,
leaned over and started kissing her gently...

Keren had fallen into a deep sleep at last. To the
contrary, Denith, who was lying beside her on the
bed, was wide-awake. Common sense once again
came to the fore. What have I allowed myself to do?
This is not going to help anything!

Eventually he too dozed off and slept fitfully till
just before dawn, at which time he hastily jumped
out of bed. He had to return home before Father
and Mother would be up and about their duties.

He quietly dressed and slipped out of the
bedroom. He would return to see Keren at a more
decent hour, he told himself.

Just as he was about to leave the house he
remembered with a jolt—almost as though the
memory had been forcibly brought to his attention—
the sword on Amy’s bed.

The sword! I must take the sword. I promised. He
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quietly walked into Amy’s bedroom. The sword
remained just as he had left it.

Denith carefully picked it up. He was again
struck by its lightness. What strange metal, he
thought. It looks dense and heavy, and it’s obviously
a worthy weapon. He laughed aloud at his thoughts.
As if I know anything about swords!

He fastened the sheath around his waist. It fit
comfortably. Then he set off towards his favorite
cliff, to toss the sword into the watery depths below.

Soon he neared his familiar spot. It had been
some time since he had last come here. A peaceful
stillness hung in the air, and the quiet solitude
soothed the eeriness that he’d felt just hours earlier.
The air around him was slightly mystical, as it had
been that evening long ago when Hoden first
appeared.

Perhaps Hoden will once again be here to greet
me! Denith thought.

As he turned a bend, coming out of the trees,
and on to the rocky ledge, he stopped in his tracks.
There was Hoden!

Denith was startled. “I ... I thought you might be
here, but I didn’t expect to see you. I don’t have a
lot of time right now...”

“Time? What is time?” Hoden answered. “When
you see me, you are peering into a dimension where
time does not exist, and it will hold no sway over
your life or mind, so you need not worry.”

Denith nodded, though he did not understand,
and waited for whatever message he knew Hoden
was about to deliver.

“You must not throw the sword over the cliff,”
Hoden continued. Denith noted that he spoke
slowly, very carefully, and with great effort. His
speech seemed to require a great deal of strength,
and his words did not flow as easily as they had
the last time they had met.
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As if answering his observations, Hoden smiled
and responded, “It’s not always easy for us to appear
like this. The forces and influences of the shadows
are sometimes stronger, sometimes weaker—like the
waves of the sea that wash up and down, ebbing or
flowing, but never escaping the boundaries that
have been set for them. Right now, the shadows
are strong, but nevertheless, a message must be
given, so I will say it quickly, in case I do not have
the strength to say it all.

“This sword you have found has come to you for
a purpose. You must not throw it away. Keep it, as
you have kept the keys. Both are to help you discover
your role in the story that is being told. The purpose
of all these things shall yet become clear, but I have
come to point you in the direction in which you are
to start. Though you have already taken steps down
this road, there are yet other steps to be made, and
they must be taken now.”

Denith looked at the old man questioningly.

“You must not go back to your home, to your
parents. Neither must you think of Keren. You must
leave this place, and leave now. The time of your
journey has come.”

“B-but I am hardly prepared for a journey! I have
no money, or anything to take with me!”

“You shall need nothing that shall not be given
you, or that you have not been given.”

“But...”

“Why would you wait longer? It would only defeat
the purpose for which you have been preparing.
Everything that had to happen has now happened.
From this point on, your future is yours to discover,
and your decisions along the way will prove you
either worthy or unworthy of it.”

“I scarcely know that I'm worthy of anything,”
Denith muttered in reply.

There was a short silence, and then Hoden
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continued, “You need not worry for the young girl.
She will be taken care of. No harm will come to her.
I promise. We will be watching over her, and over
her mother.”

“Her mother?” Denith asked. “What happened
to Amy?”

“I am only here to tell you those things that you
need to know. The questions that need to be
answered will be answered in their own time, and
not before.”

Denith bowed his head, slightly ashamed that
he had asked something he should not have,
especially with Hoden’s answers being as labored
as they were.

“Your parents also are ready for this. They knew
this day would come, and already they know that it
has.”

Denith looked stumped, but Hoden continued
undaunted.

“You must start down the road that leads north,
towards the dark heart of the Commonlands.”

“The dark heart?”

“From where the forces of shadow rule this land,”
Hoden answered casually, though the answer
brought a look of dread on Denith’s face. “But don’t
worry. I did not say that this is where your journey
would take you. I only said that you must start your
journey in that direction.” Then, with a slight
chuckle, he turned Denith away from the sea, and
added, “And that’s not such a strange thing to say,
because, from where you stand, there is little other
choice of direction. The sea is behind you, and
everything you know lies on your left and right. To
discover what you have not known before, you must
go forward.”

Denith looked towards the pathway that led back
down to the village, and to the road beyond it.

“There,” Hoden said. “Now I have pointed you in
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the right direction. My task is done. You have only
to follow the road—and the rest shall come to you.”

“It's all happening so fast,” Denith said.

Hoden smiled, and Denith saw he was beginning
to fade.

“You're leaving me?” Denith asked. “But wait!
How will I know what to do, what to look for?”

“Listen for the whispers! We are still with you.”
Hoden’s words faded with him as the old man’s
figure vanished into the morning haze, which then
quickly dissipated, leaving Denith facing the path
he had been told to follow.

No food. No money. No luggage. Nothing but—
Denith felt the reassuring warmth of the keys
against his body, nothing but the keys, and this
mysterious sword—my sword!
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It was hard to ignore the path that turned back
towards Keren’s house, and even more difficult to
walk past the road that led to the small cottage
where he had lived all his life.

His actions were almost mechanical—one foot
in front of the other. By the time the sun had fully
risen and was awakening the rest of the world,
Denith had put some distance between himself and
his village. He soon felt the gnawing pangs of hunger
in the pit of his stomach, though it was with some
regret that he realized he would not be able to do
very much about them for the time being.

After traveling a little further, he passed by a
small farm. He was quick to note a pail of milk
standing next to an empty stool not far from the
edge of the road. A lone cow stood watching him
plaintively from a nearby pasture. She had evidently
just been milked, and looked resigned to a long day
of grazing and chewing ahead of her.

Houw fortunate! Denith thought. He furtively looked
around to see if anyone was watching, and then
sidled over to the pail. He knelt down on his knees
and lifted the pail, tipping it gently so he could
refresh himself with the warm milk.

No sooner had he drunk his fill than he heard a
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woman'’s voice angrily shouting, “Hey! What do you
think you’re doing?”

Denith hastily wiped his mouth with the back of
his hand and stood up, only to find himself face to
face with an angry woman, who now continued in
a huff, “Shame on you—drinking my milk as if it
was your very own!”

“Well ... uh ... thank you for the milk,” Denith
stuttered. It seemed as useful a thing as any to say
at the moment.

“What did you think you were doing?”

“I'm sorry. I was hungry, so I helped myself to
some milk. I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t resist.”

“And I'm supposed to just stand here and accept
that? Who do you think you are, anyway?”

“Oh, I'm terribly sorry, ma’am,” he said, holding
out his hand to formally introduce himself. “My
name is Denith.”

“Denith who?”

“Just Denith, ma’am. A woodsman by trade, but
a traveler at the moment.”

She hesitated. Her annoyance was starting to
give way to a slight amusement at the young man’s
innocent manner. “Well ... you'd better not be
drinking my milk anymore!” she finished quickly,
trying hard to keep her stern face.

“I'm sorry. Really, I am. I have no food, I'm
embarking on a long journey and when I saw this
pail of milk, I was impulsively driven to drink from
it. I barely even thought about what I was doing.
But I can assure you, I am very grateful for it. I
didn’t drink all that much, and you can be sure I
won't do it again.”

The woman allowed herself to soften a little.
“Where might you be going?” she asked.

“I'm heading inland.”

“Inland? Just inland?” she repeated with a
suspicious scowl. “Looking to become a Trader, are
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we? Well, I suppose it’s none of my business. Still,
you're a handsome-looking fellow.” She stepped
back two paces and eyed him up and down, taking
obvious note of the sword and its strangely inscribed
sheath that hung around his waist.

Denith, in turn, took a moment to look the woman
over as well. She was obviously a good number of
years older than him, though not as old as Amy.
He noticed that her hands were full of freshly baked
bread, and it looked like she was intending to carry
the pail of milk as well.

“I see your hands are full. Can I help you by
carrying the pail of milk for you, as a token of my
apology?”

She cocked her head to the side, and then
answered, “I suppose that’s the least you could do.
Though I suppose you’ll be wanting me to give you
some bread next?”

“No, never. I wouldn’t expect that. I would never
dream of even asking for it. I'm grateful enough for
the milk I already had.”

The woman rolled her eyes and then looked back
at Denith. “You left on a journey with no food. You're
not dressed for traveling. Your shoes are not going
to last any distance and—there’s a thought,” she
said, with a very cheeky smile spreading across her
face, “I'll bet you don’t even have any money.”

Denith drew himself up as tall as he could. “And
why would you think that?”

“If you had money, you could have stopped at
an inn and bought yourself some food. Instead,
you're walking along, stealing for sustenance as
you go! You're not going to get very far that way.”

“I was hoping to make a good distance today.”

“On an empty stomach?”

Denith shrugged his shoulders.

“I'll tell you what I'll do. You carry this pail back
to the farmhouse for me, and spend an hour or two
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chopping some wood. My uncle always expects me
to do it, but I hate it. I can barely lift the axe above
my head, let alone chop wood. It takes me three
times as long as it would take a strong young man
like you. So here’s what we’ll do—TI'll give you a good
breakfast and a little extra food—enough to last until
you stumble across another milkmaid’s pail—and
in exchange, you chop my pile of wood for me.”

Denith thought about her offer for a moment. It
sounded very inviting, and under the circum-
stances it was not a bad deal at all. “Very well,
ma’am,” he said with a small half-bow. “I accept
your offer!”

“Then it's done,” she answered with an amused
laugh, and then added kindly, “By the way, the
name’s Gwyn.”

Denith nodded, picked up the pail of milk, and
followed her. He soon found himself inside the
farmhouse kitchen. They met a few other members
of this household on the way, but nobody had asked
about Denith’s presence. It seemed nobody
questioned anything Gwyn did, and Denith already
had a pretty good idea why.

True to her word, she set before him a very
hearty breakfast, which he quickly devoured. Gwyn
was starting to take quite a liking to Denith, and
by the time breakfast was over she had warmed up
in her conversation, and was even beginning to
exercise her charms on this young man.

“So if you're not thinking of being a Trader, where
is this journey going to take you?” she asked.
“Judging from your lack of belongings, it couldn’t
be all that far.”

By now Denith was beginning to feel a little self-
conscious about not having any food, money, or
belongings with him. Perhaps he had been too
impulsive in going off without anything, even if that
was what Hoden had told him to do. He didn’t
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answer Gwyn.

“You're a strange chap, to be sure,” she said with
a sigh before turning away, but not before casting
another glance his direction out of the corner of
her eye.

He wondered what was to follow.

She shook her head, “But for some reason, I like
you. Now that’s a contradiction, because there
aren’'t many that I like. But you seem to be a good
chap. There’s something about you.”

He smiled, thankful that at least she thought
kindly of him.

“Well, if you're done, woodsman, you can follow
me to the back. I'll show you the pile to be chopped.”

It took Denith a solid two hours to finish off the
entire pile of wood that was his end of the bargain,
and he was ruing the fact that he’d agreed so readily
to the job purely because of an empty stomach. Still,
he didn’t complain and did what was his due, all
the while thinking to himself that he would be a
little more careful next time he agreed to such a
deal.

He’'d no sooner finished than Gwyn was once
again at his side with more food, a cool drink, and
a wet towel to wipe his brow.

“Thank you,” she said. “I really appreciate you
doing that for me. It's getting harder for me to do
these kinds of things, and any respite from it is
always a help.”

Denith nodded. “I'm sure.” He sat down on the
newly chopped pile of wood and gratefully devoured
all that was set before him, again wondering how
he was going to survive his journey without any
food.

Gwyn left him to eat, and soon reappeared with
a sack, a pair of boots dangling from her arm, and
other assorted belongings. “Now don’t ask me why
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I'm doing this,” she said, “as I'm not exactly known
for my charity. But here, I think you might need
these.”

She thrust the boots in front of him. “They
belonged to my late husband. He was about the
same build as you. See if they fit.”

He took his shoes off and put the sturdy boots
on his feet. “Perfect—they’re a perfect fit! And
already worn in too.”

“They are well worn, I grant you that. He wore
them till he died in ‘em.”

“That’s an encouraging thought,” Denith
muttered to himself. Thankfully Gwyn didn’t hear.
She then offered him the sack, in which Denith
found some articles of warm clothing.

“It's warm now,” she said, “but depending on how
long you’ll be gone you might need these. They won't
do me any good anyway.” She then gave him a long
cloak that rolled up on top of the sack, and finally
produced a small bag that he could sling over his
shoulder, containing some bread, cheese, a skin of
wine, some fruit and other small food items. “This
should keep you going for a while,” she added with
a slightly crooked smile on her face.

She put her hand in her large apron pocket.
When it reappeared, it was clasping a gold pocket
watch. “Here, you may as well have this, too. It
doesn’t work any longer, but even if it did, I would
have little use for it.”

Denith looked at Gwyn curiously, but she
continued, “In the village up ahead there’s a
watchmaker. You could sell the watch to him. It
should fetch a good price. It's been handed down
for generations, but I don’t exactly have anyone else
to hand it down to, and I think you’ll need the
money.”

Denith was overcome with gratitude. He stood
up and impulsively embraced Gwyn. “I don’t know
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how I can thank you enough. You're too generous—
far too generous. You're giving all of this to me, a
perfect stranger to you. I appreciate this very
much—and I promise, I'll remember you.”

Gwyn looked deeply into his eyes. “I believe you
will, as I will remember you—though I'm not sure
exactly why myself. I went inside and I was just
going to get the boots, but it was almost as though
I heard my husband, rest his soul, whispering in
my ear and telling me to give you this, give you that,
give you his cloak, give you his garments, and finally
to give you this timepiece. I think you’d better be
on your way mighty fast, before I regret what I did
and take it all back,” she said sternly.

“Gwyn,” Denith said, clasping her hand in his,
“you are too kind.” He lingered a moment, wondering
what else he could say. “Your husband must have
been a fine man, and I'm sure he’s passed on to a
better place in the other world. He must have, to
have been able to come and whisper such thoughts
to you.”

Gwyn looked startled. “The ‘other world’? Ha! You
are a strange lad.”

“No, but it’s true!” Denith persisted. “Look, Gwyn,
you've been very kind giving me all these things
and hardly knowing me. Now, you may think I'm
poor, both in sense and belongings, but I did not
set out on this journey of my own accord. You see,
there is a world beyond this one—a world of life and
color that most of us have been blind to all our lives.
But that doesn’t mean it isn’t real. In fact, I can
show it to you.”

Gwyn was momentarily taken aback. A sense of
purpose had suddenly come over this young man,
who only moments before had appeared to know
nothing about where he was going and what he was
doing.

Denith quickly reached into his pouch to pull
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out the keys. Reverently and triumphantly, he held
them up for her to see.

Gwyn stared at the keys for a moment, and then
back at Denith, then suppressed a laugh.

“Are you going to unlock something, or are they
just for me to look at?” she asked.

Denith was stunned for a moment, not quite
knowing what to say next. The keys seemed to have
no effect on her whatsoever. He quickly put them
back in his pouch, and was suddenly eager to get
back on his way.

“Uh ... never mind. I think I should be going now!”
he said as he picked up his belongings.

“Yes, I think you should too,” Gwyn said with a
chuckle. “Off with you, then! And mind those milk
pails!”

Quickly turning, Denith started on his way
without a glance backwards, secretly afraid that,
as she had threatened, she might change her mind
about the things she had given him.

But he need not have worried. Gwyn stood
watching him till he was but a speck in the distance,
with her hands on her hips. “Other world indeed!”
she muttered to herself. “I hope he doesn’t get
himself into trouble.”

Though Denith didn’t know where he was
heading, he was glad to find that the road he had
set out upon led only in one continuous direction.
There were paths that branched off to other villages
or settlements, but then led no further. At some he
would stop to rest or buy provisions, only to continue
on his way along the main road shortly after.

The watch had fetched him a good price, and he
now felt more secure as well as confident in the
otherwise nebulous venture upon which he had
embarked. Denith spent his money carefully. While
the weather remained fine he slept in the open,
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not wanting to have to take a room at an inn.

As he journeyed, Denith pondered all that had
happened to him. He worried much for the safety of
Keren, though occasionally in his sleep he would
be visited again by Faethé. He would dream of her
and she would encourage him, telling him not to
worry about the things that had been left behind,
that he was going in the right direction, and that
this road was leading him where it was supposed
to. And so he soon left off thinking of Keren, and
set his eyes more resolutely on the path before him,
wondering where it was to take him.

After the awkward attempt at showing the keys
to Gwyn, Denith had decided to keep the secret of
the keys largely to himself. And since he did not
meet a lot of characters along the road he traveled,
this was not a difficult thing to do. Still, he wondered
why they had had no noticeable effect on Gwyn.
Perhaps she had already been able to see the colors.
But the fact that her clothes appeared as mis-
matched as those the rest of the commoners wore
made this doubtful.

Then all at once, a thought struck him: The
stories! Faethé said something about stories.
Something about the power of words to open people’s
eyes to things they otherwise could never see.

Little did he know that, at that very moment,
Faethé was whispering those exact thoughts to him.

There was that story she told me in my dream,
though it did not have much of an ending. I wonder if
I could recall it. Then perhaps I can make up a better
ending myself.

“Once upon a time,” Denith began, speaking to
himself as he walked along. “Yes, I'm sure that’s
how it began. It's a good beginning for any story, I
suppose. But what was next?”

He thought a while longer, until a phrase came
to his mind, and he repeated it aloud.

67



THE SEVEN KEYS - DENITH'S STORY

“Once upon a time, in a land where the grass
was green and the sky was blue...”

With nothing to do but follow the road, Denith
kept himself busy along the way, telling and
retelling the story, remembering new details and
adding new characters, until he was afraid he’d
lose track of the story’s thread, and then he’d go
back and repeat it to himself again. Several
characters and details were added and then
forgotten in the process, but finally he settled for a
version that encapsulated what he deemed the
most important elements of the story as he
remembered it.

“And now, for a better ending.” An idea struck
him at once. “But why not? This great lord can
make a set of keys—magical keys that can restore
color to the gray Shadowlands. He’ll then give them
to a strong young man, and charge him with
sneaking them into the darkened territories, to
reclaim the lands by turning them back into color
somehow.”

At once, Denith realized this was not merely a
new ending, but a new twist that would take the
story much farther. Well, I have little else to do but
walk, so I might as well amuse myself along the way.
Let’s see, we’ll need a name for this new character

. a noble name, perhaps ... ah, yes ... “Howard!”
He spoke the name aloud.

At the next village, Denith bought himself a
paper scroll, a quill and an inkwell, so that he could
note down the points to his story in the order he
wanted to remember them. He had rehearsed the
beginning of the story so many times that he kept
very simple notes of that part, but when it came to
the part he was making up as he went along, he
took more careful notes of the details and scenes
that he wanted to remember.

It was easy for him to identify with Howard—a
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character like himself who had been sent from the
court, where this young man had spent all his life.
Denith described Howard’s experiences in the
words of his own awe and curiosity at the new sights
he saw along his journey. And just as Denith now
kept the keys hidden, so Howard proceeded on his
secret mission to the Shadowlands keeping his keys
a secret to all he met as well.

And so both Denith and Howard traveled a great
distance, neither of them noticing the hours and
days as they went by. Denith’s story kept him
occupied as he walked the normally solitary road,
and his quill would write it down whenever he
stopped for a rest along the way.

Eventually, the towns and regions Denith
traveled through became progressively darker—mnot
in any tangible sense, but in a feeling of heaviness
that would descend upon him, sometimes to such
a degree that not even thinking further on his story
brought any cheer or release from the invisible
weight on his soul. Already it was not easy to be
traveling alone. What few fellow travelers he did
happen to come across, whether on the road or at
the inns and taverns he stopped at, were usually
Traders who paid little attention to him—other than
eyeing him with great suspicion. And for good
reason: He looked odd. He was dressed as a
common farmer, but carried an elaborately
sheathed sword, and traveled alone.

The further he traveled, the more augmented his
feelings of loneliness became, and soon all thoughts
of his story had been forgotten. His only hope of
relief now came from more actively looking around
for some sort of sign or signal from the other world
of what to do next. “Listen for the whispers,” Hoden
had said, but thus far, for all he knew, he had heard
nothing.
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Denith’s money was now beginning to dwindle. He
lingered quite a bit longer than usual at a local tavern
one evening. It was easy to tell the locals from the
travelers in such places. The locals were usually
engrossed in noisy and slurred conversation that
seemed to fill the whole room. Traders tended to sit
apart or amongst themselves; and if they did converse,
it was in hushed tones.

This tavern, however, was unusually quiet. Only
two or three other tables were occupied, and there
was no conversation. The atmosphere only caused
Denith to sink deeper and deeper into the self-
contemplation his lonely path had led him to. He
wondered if he had made some wrong turn
somewhere, or digressed from the path he had been
meant to follow. He recalled with some nostalgia
how easy and simple life had been when he had
first set out with just the clothes on his back. There
had been questions and uncertainty, but nothing
like the feeling that had crept over him now.

Perhaps it was because he had been freely
relying on the money he had acquired, he mused.
All that he needed would be given to him, Hoden
had said. So far, with his frugal spending, he had
always been able to get what he needed for himself.
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Perhaps if I ran out of money, they would be forced to
give me a sign of some sort. Without thinking, he
poured the rest of his coins onto the table in front
of him, and decided he would no longer be as
sparing in using them. He would eat and drink his
fill tonight, and then see what would come of
tomorrow.

Having thus decided, Denith returned the coins
to their purse, ordered a hearty meal and another
drink, and yet another. His head began to feel light.
He soon decided it was time to leave, and as was
his custom, he headed outside to find a place to
spend the night.

He never noticed the lone man who had been
eyeing him intently from the moment he stepped
into the tavern. Shortly after Denith left, the man
donned a large cloak, hiding his face under its dark
hood, and followed Denith out into the cool of the
night.

.
o

Before long, Denith had found a sheltered,
grassy area with enough room to spread out the
large cloak upon which he had become accustomed
to sleeping. Drowsy from the good food and drink,
he was soon sleeping contentedly, totally oblivious
to what was about to befall him.

He was startled awake by rough hands grabbing
his shoulders. “Get up, man! Get up!”

Still groggy from the drink that had not yet
dulled into a morning headache, Denith felt himself
being pulled to his feet. Before he could quite come
to his senses, a second man deftly grabbed his arms
from behind, and held them locked behind his back.
Then the first man plunged a dagger into Denith’s
belly.

Denith doubled over in pain, and as he did, his
jaw met a hard fist. He fell back and hit a tree before
slumping senseless to the ground in front of it.
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A third man was already sifting through his
belongings. “Damn!” he said angrily. “He spent more
of that money than I thought he did. There’s very
little left here!” He threw down Denith’s purse in
disgust, having emptied out the few remaining coins
before the second man joined him in rifling through
the rest of Denith’s belongings.

The first man was now busy searching Denith’s
body. “Let’s see what else we can find. Surely he
wouldn’t be traveling this far from home with so
little money.”

At that moment Denith began to come to. He
opened his eyes and would have tried to get back
up, but a swift kick to his stomach, and then several
more to his head, left him in an unconscious sprawl
once again. The ringleader now caught sight of the
impressive sword he wore at his side. Weapons were
hard to come by in these parts, and the man was
quick to recognize its usefulness, if not its value.

He quickly knelt down to undo the buckle that
was attached to Denith’s sword, only to find that,
no matter how hard he tried, it would not open. He
decided to go for the sword itself, but to his dismay,
no matter how hard he pulled, the sword could not
be retrieved. The man quickly looked over to see if
his two companions had noticed his futile attempts,
but they hadn’t. He quickly continued feeling
around, looking for any other treasures this young
man might be carrying with him.

“Here,” he finally called out, closing his hands
around the hidden pouch under Denith’s garments.
“This is where he keeps his real treasures, you
fools—right on his body!”

The other two men quickly stopped inspecting
the food and garments they’d found, and gathered
around Denith, waiting to see the bounty their
leader had discovered. They watched with eager
interest as he uncovered the pouch.
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But as soon as the man touched the cords that
held the pouch closed, a jarring blow to his hands
knocked him back with a jolt that he felt through
his entire body.

The other men looked on, confused at what had
happened. “What’s going on?” one asked hesitantly.

Their leader was too stunned to speak.

“Let me have a go,” the second man said. He
reached for the pouch, only to meet the same fate
as his predecessor.

“This is ... uh ... strange,” the last man muttered,
taking a few steps back, and away from Denith.

By this time their leader had regained his
senses. “What was that?”

“I t-told you!” the third man stuttered fearfully.
“I told you we shouldn’t do this ... that strange look
he had in his eyes when he left. Let’'s ... let’s just
go. Let’s leave this place.”

Once the second man was also back on his feet,
he pointed to Denith’s scratched and bloodied form
lying motionless on the ground. “What about him?
Do you think he’s dead?”

“I don’t know. But in any case we can’t just leave
him here,” the leader answered.

“Why not?” the other two countered.

“How do we know he’s not someone important?”
the leader replied. “What if they find him in this
state, and begin questioning people at the inn? We
were some of the only ones there at the time—the
innkeeper knows us only too well. It’s too risky. We’ll
have to get rid of him and his belongings somehow.”

“I'm not going to touch him,” the second man
said.

“We've got to. We can’t leave him here,” the leader
insisted.

“Where should we take him?” the third man
asked, eager to leave as quickly as possible.

“Let’s drag him and his belongings further into
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the woods. We can cover him with leaves and before
long he’ll be dead—if he’s not already. No one will
ever know he’s there. If they do smell something,
they’ll just think it’s a dead animal.”

“I don’t want to touch him again!” the second
man repeated.

“Just do it!” the third man insisted, already
having grabbed hold of one of his legs.

Reluctantly—and gingerly—the second man
grabbed hold of Denith’s other leg, and the two men
began pulling Denith further into the forest, and
finally rolled him down a slope, so that he landed
limply in a pile of leaves that had gathered at the
foot of it. The remainder of his belongings were
quickly gathered up and tossed down next to him,
before they covered the pile with a heap of rotting
leaves. Then they fled, anxious to put as much
distance between themselves and the scene of their
crime as they could.

Their activities, however, had not gone entirely
unnoticed. A tribe of Drifters was encamped in the
middle of that very forest, and one of them had
witnessed Denith’s unfortunate encounter.

The Drifters, as their name implied, were bands
of wanderers. They were much disliked, and
generally avoided by the common people. Their freer
ways of life, complete with their distinct languages
and culture, contrasted strongly with the more
settled habits and ways of the common people, who
regarded the Drifters as primitive folk, or worse.

The Drifters, in turn, disliked the common
people, and rarely ventured anywhere near them.
They were especially distrustful of Traders. More
than once these roving, brutish, greed-driven
characters had been known to kidnap unsuspecting
Drifter women and children, using or selling them
as slaves for extra profit. So Drifters, by nature,
were content to keep to themselves, and to let the
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world go on around them with as little interference
or help from them as possible—which was usually
none.

So it was that witnessing this scene had made
Baden feel quite uncomfortable. Though it was not
likely that anyone would find the body, if they did,
and searched the forest, the Drifter camp would
surely be discovered, and the Drifters naturally
accused of committing the crime.

Normally Baden would have quickly left the
scene, warned their chief, and the camp would have
been uprooted before anyone even realized that they
had been there in the first place. But instead he
hesitated, his curiosity aroused by what he had
seen. He was determined to see for himself what it
was that could strike such fear into the hardened
hearts of Traders.

Cautiously he clambered down the embankment
and stumbled into the musty leaves that had
collected at the bottom. He kicked around in the
growing darkness till he struck what he supposed
was the body.

Leaning down, he dug amongst the leaves, till
he had uncovered the stranger. He held his ear over
the man’s mouth and found that he was still
breathing. At least he was still alive, though barely.
Baden glanced around nervously, hoping no one
would come and find him hunched over this near-
dead body.

A low moan escaped Denith’s lips. Baden quickly
put his hand over Denith’s mouth. Denith half-
opened his eyes, and was startled to see the face of
a stranger looking down at him. He tried to raise
himself up, but the painful effort quickly rendered
him unconscious again.

Baden pulled aside the man’s outer vest, and
felt for a wound. His fingers soon came across a
crusty lump of leaves and dirt that had clung to a

76



ROBBED

blood-soaked part of the man’s garments. He ripped
open Denith’s shirt, and examined the wound.
Though it seemed deep, it did not bleed very
profusely, at which Baden was relieved. The man
would likely recover. At the same time, Baden
noticed the pouch that contained Denith’s
treasure. The pouch—and whatever was in it—
appeared intact. Baden deftly undid the cords that
held it closed (not realizing that this had been
impossible for the Traders) and gingerly peeled it
open. Then it was Baden’s turn to fall back, though
not by any jarring force, but from his own wonder
at the keys that now glistened in the dark with a
pulsating golden glow.

Baden instantly knew where these keys had
come from. The Drifters, as a people, believed in
and knew of the other world that Denith had only
recently discovered for himself. They could also see
the colors. But in spite of, or perhaps even because
of this, the magnificence of the keys as they were
revealed to Baden was even more outstanding. The
unearthly glow and pulsating aura that surrounded
the keys were clearly visible to him.

Quickly he closed the pouch and pulled the
jacket back across Denith’s chest. Then, with
Denith’s form still half buried in the leaves in front
of him, he sat on the ground, and pondered what
to do next. There was obviously more at stake here
than the simple principle of not involving himself
with the affairs of commoners, but Baden was
equally as unsure of involving himself with
something so obviously touched by the other world.
While the Drifters were aware of this world,
insomuch that they could see the colors, in truth
they knew that there was much more they did not
know about it.

What they did know was that their beliefs, and
the freedom it gave them, was not greatly appreciated
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by those who ruled the Commonlands and watched
over the lives of the common people. The Watchers
would routinely Kill or capture any Drifters they came
across—if they could—and there were other, more
sinister forces that would be sure to take notice of
the significant treasure this young man carried.
Perhaps they already had. Perhaps they had sent
the robbers.

At the same time, Baden knew that he had been
brought here by the same power that had protected
this stranger from his attackers. The other world
wanted him here, most likely for the reason of
helping this poor stranger. Baden knew that
helping him would risk bringing increased trouble
upon their camp under any circumstances. But
then again, his tribe was obviously much better
prepared to evade and even withstand attack than
this young lad was, who—in spite of his large
build—could not even defend himself from common
robbers.

It was Denith’s size, in the end, that led to
Baden’s conclusion. Baden was not as young as
he used to be, though his many years had by no
means weakened him. He was a strong and sinewy
man, in spite of his somewhat shorter stature. But
he knew there was no way he would be able to carry
this stranger back to the camp by himself. He would
have to go back and get some help. At the same
time, he could speak with the chief and the council
and come to an agreement of how to proceed, and
whether or not they should help or shelter this
stranger with his mysterious treasure.

Back at the camp, which was settling down for
the night, the reaction to Baden’s plea was mixed.
Nevertheless, several men set off into the now
moonlit forest, remaining alert in case this was
some sort of elaborate trap. But the forest was as
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deserted as it was quiet.

They soon came to the place where Denith lay.
Baden had left him covered with his cloak, and now
quickly checked to make sure Denith had not
succumbed in his absence. Then he reached for
the pouch, and revealed the pulsating ring of keys
that was hidden inside.

“It could be dangerous to involve ourselves in
whatever it is this man has become embroiled in.
These are forces and powers we know little about,”
said one of the senior members of the council who
had accompanied the group.

Baden persisted. “Still, we can’t leave this man
here to die. Perhaps he can help us to learn more...”

The other men scowled suspiciously. Learning
from a commoner?

“I mean, he must know something about the
other world,” Baden continued, undaunted. “At the
very least we can find out how he came by these
keys, and what they are for. If they are the secret to
the power I saw protecting him, they could likely be
of some use to us as well.”

“Then why don’t we just take the keys and be
gone?” a Drifter suggested.

“Baden speaks right,” the councilman answered.
“We cannot leave this man here, and the keys will
do us little good without this man telling us what
they are for. He may well be a commoner, but a
common commoner he is not. Look at his belongings.
He is obviously on a journey, which in itself sets
him apart. And then that sword. No, my friends, he
shall come with us, at the least until he is well.”

Within a short while they had made a rudi-
mentary stretcher for Denith and placed him on it.
They removed his sword, and gathered whatever
other belongings of his they could find amidst the
leaves. Then they made their way back to their
camp of tents and wagons.
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The commotion of their arrival had awakened
several of the women and children, who now stood
silently watching, their apprehension mingled with
curiosity.

A couple of the women soon stripped Denith to
his waist and tended to his wounds. The Drifters
were adept at their medicinal cures and remedies—
largely as a result of their daily struggle for survival
living on the run, and the battles they frequently
fought with the Watchers. But even as the women
labored over Denith’s battered body, it was clear to
them that there was a life force sustaining him that
was greater than any medicines they had seen
before.

These people had a respect—bordering on
superstition—for matters pertaining to the other
world, and so none of them dared to touch the pouch
that held Denith’s peculiar treasure. The women
bandaged him up as best they could, and he was
laid in a covered wagon to rest.

Fearing for their safety, the small tribe packed
up their camp and quietly and unobtrusively
slipped away to a new location under the cover of
darkness.

Denith was startled to see the concerned and
fearful faces of several women standing around,
looking at him. He turned his head from side to
side. His whole body ached. He couldn’t remember
ever feeling so bad before. He desperately tried to
recall what had happened, and how he had gotten
here. His memory slowly came back to him. The
kkeys? He reached for his waist, which felt strangely
numb, and felt the pouch still safely nestled against
him. Yes, they're there.

The womenfolk that tended him looked relieved
as well, though he could not understand what they
were saying.
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Drifters! Denith thought with some alarm. He’'d
heard of them, but had never actually seen any
before. What am I doing here? He struggled to sit up
and examine his surroundings. He was in a large
tent. The familiar freshness of forest air pervaded
the “room,” which was artfully decorated with
colorful wall-rugs, and straw-like mats laid edge to
edge like pathways on the floor.

He then noticed, with some alarm, that a large,
white bandage was wrapped around his waist, and
that his arms and stomach were full of nasty
scratches and bruises.

The women around him, all the while, watched
him closely.

Before long, a Drifter man entered the tent.

Denith wondered what was going on. The women
began hastily chattering with the man in some
unintelligible language, until finally the man
managed to evict them all, and turned his attention
to Denith.

“You feel well?” he asked, in the language of the
common folk.

For a moment Denith tried to be suspicious of
what was going on, but found that this only brought
a painful throbbing to his head.

“No,” Denith finally moaned. “Not well at all. I
feel very sore, very bad.”

“I understand,” Baden answered. “If what
happened to you had happened to me, I would feel
very sore myself.”

“What ... did happen?” Denith asked weakly.

“You do not remember?”

Denith shook his head, only to feel the throbbing
increase.

“You were attacked by robbers. They took your
money and left you for dead under some leaves in
the forest. That was all I saw. Then we brought you
here.”
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“Who are you?” Denith asked, interrupting the
man’s tale.

“My name is Baden—a Drifter.”

“Oh.”

“And you?”

“Denith,” he answered softly.

Baden quickly realized the effort it took Denith
to speak. He patted Denith’s shoulder. “You don’t
have to talk. Can you try to eat? We can get you
some broth. You’'ll be safe here. We are tending to
your wounds, and they are healing well. But you
still need to gain strength. Then we can talk more.”

Denith was thankful that he was not going to be
expected to engage in any extensive conversation
at the moment. The little strength he felt was fast
failing. He eagerly accepted the broth, and shortly
afterwards fell back into a healing sleep.

The days passed. Little by little, as Denith was
tended to by gentle souls with soft voices and skillful
hands, he began to feel better. Once he was well
enough to sit outside, the children would often come
and play nearby. They'd heard stories of a secret
treasure he carried, and each hoped to be the first
to catch a glimpse of it.

It did not take long for Denith to start liking the
Drifters and their ways, which to his pleasant
surprise were not at all as disreputable as they had
been made out to be. Although most of the men kept
their distance, they would always respectfully nod
in greeting as they passed by. Baden, who was
apparently the only one in this tribe who could
speak the common language at all, would visit him
every evening.

“You are starting to look well!” Baden said one
day.

“I want to thank you, Baden,” Denith answered
respectfully. “You've done much for me. You didn’t

82



ROBBED

have to rescue me. You could have left me. In fact,
with the hatred you suffer at the hands of my kind,
I can’'t understand why you didn’t.”

Baden smiled, and looked down.

“So ... what was different in my case?” Denith
probed.

Baden thought for a moment, and then decided
that perhaps it was time to tell Denith the whole
story.

“When the Traders attacked you, even when you
were sleeplike, I saw them get thrown back by a
strange force protecting you. When I came to you
after they had gone, I was curious as to what force
this was. Then I found the keys.”

Denith looked up, surprised. Baden had not
mentioned the keys before.

“I knew you had been visited by the other world,”
Baden continued. “You see, we know about these
things—the colors that your kind do not see, the
gifts of this other world that have been taken from
you. But your keys ... they show the power of this
other world, and so you must know of it also. Am I
right?”

“So far, yes. But I don’t know much. I ... I was
given these keys, but I still do not know exactly what
they are for. I was given a sword too.”

“Ah, yes! Your sword. We took it off when we
brought you here. We had to be careful. But we have
it still. It's with your things—at least, what things
we managed to find. But that sword...?”

“...is a Baron sword.” Denith finished the
sentence.

“Yes. You have been to the Barons?”

“No ... no, I haven’t. They came to us. That is, I
never saw them, but they left this sword. I didn’t
see any harm in keeping it,” Denith said, deciding
for the moment to be careful about how much of
his history he would reveal.
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Baden nodded before continuing, “As I was going
to say, we can give back your things as soon as you
wish. But I think you should not be hasty to depart.
Perhaps we can help you to discover the purpose of
these keys. There are those amongst us who...”
Baden hesitated momentarily, not sure if he should
go on.

Denith looked at him expectantly. “Who what?”

“Well,” Baden continued, “who hear things from
the other world.”

“The whispers?” Denith asked, his eyes lighting
up.

“Whispers?” Baden asked, thinking a moment.
“Ah, yes, whispers. Yes, whispers they are. You know
these whispers?”

“Yes ... sometimes I have heard them. But usually
those from this other world have come to me, and
then spoken. Sometimes I feel like they are still
there, watching me.”

“This is fascinating,” Baden said, pulling up a
stool next to Denith.

Denith looked up at Baden and could see that
Baden was anxious to hear more.

“Well,” Denith offered, “seeing that you might be
able to help me unravel some of the mystery behind
all this, why don’t I tell you the whole story?”

So Denith again proceeded to tell the story of all
that had happened to him. And, as he had found
before, whenever he spoke of these deep mysteries
and secrets, and the wonders of the other world,
the words seemed to infuse new life into his own
soul as well.

Baden sat in silence for a good while after Denith
finished his story. Denith sat quietly too—waiting,
wondering what Baden thought of it all.

“So you have not heard anything since you
began your journey?” Baden asked.

“No. They were supposed to tell me what I was to
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do, but perhaps I have somehow missed them.”

“Then I know of someone who may be able to

help you—a Drifter. In fact, when you told that story

. the one from your dream ... I found myself
thinking about her. You see, she is mentioned in
many such stories that are told amongst our people.
Her name is Charine. There is a saying that we
Drifters live half in this world and half in the other.
Well, Charine lives almost completely in the other
world.

“She is always spoken of as an old woman,
though nobody knows exactly how old she is. Some
speak of her as the mother of all Drifters, and the
color-seeing folk, but if that were true, she would
be too old to be alive, and the stories speak of her
still living among our people.”

“Is she real?” Denith asked.

“That I wouldn’t know,” Baden answered. “Those
who speak of having met her always say she is.
But whatever the truth or myth about this woman
is, one thing is sure: If you would know things from
the other world, it is she you must seek. Perhaps
that is why I was allowed to see what befell you
that night, so that we Drifters could help you to fill
in pieces of the puzzle that you have not yet found.”
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TO MAKE A WARRIOR

“Here,” Baden said a few days later, popping into
Denith’s tent with a cheerful look on his face. “I
think you might want your sword now.”

Denith remained silent as his eyes lit on the
sword Baden was carrying.

“I think, from what I saw in the forest, that you're
not exactly a man of war—or that you even know
the ways of fighting. But if you have been given
such a worthy sword, I think it is meant for you to
use it.”

Denith looked thoughtful, but Baden only smiled,
and continued. “Besides, even though you're back
on your feet, the lack of movement these past weeks
has not done you a lot of good. I know of no better
way to get some color back to your skin and strength
back in your limbs than through the rigors of
practicing for combat!” He raised his eyebrows and
smiled at Denith.

“Combat?” Denith questioned. “I don’t know.
You're right about one thing: I have no inclination
for the ways of war!”

“I know! That’s the way all you commoners are.
I know it only too well. All you want to do,” he said
as he began prancing around and acting out his
words, “is tend to your goats and sheep, milk your
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cows, and coax your gardens to bear fruit.”

“And what’'s wrong with that?” Denith asked
defensively.

Baden swirled around, unsheathing the sword
and pointing it menacingly at Denith in a single,
smooth motion. “Wrong?” he responded vehemently.
“What’s wrong is that you have allowed the
simplicity of your lives to blind you to the war that
is raging all around you, so that you can’t even see
it when it is being waged on your very doorstep.”

“What war?” Denith asked, pulling himself back
from the tip of the blade.

“You see? You don’t know,” Baden said as he
sheathed the sword again.

“Know what?” Denith asked.

“About the forces that are battling all around
us ... the dark forces, Lancer’s men.”

“Lancer? Who’s Lancer?”

“You do not know of General Lancer?” Baden
asked, greatly surprised.

“Am I supposed to?”

“Do you know anything?”

Denith looked a little embarrassed.

“Lancer is the self-proclaimed Lord General who
commands the Watchers. He rules the lands you
live on, and the lives you lead. I am surprised you
do not know this. What else did you think those
Watchers were for?”

Denith shrugged.

“See? You do not care. It makes little difference
to you. That is because you don’t realize what they
have done to your lives, and to your people.”

“What have they done?”

“They’ve kept you snugly under their subjection,
from seeking your freedom. Why do you think the
Watchers hate us, and tell your people to hate us?
It is because they are afraid of our free ways, and
of your people discovering them. They cannot
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control us. And what they cannot control, they fear.
And what they fear, they fight.”

Denith looked at Baden. He had never seen the
man so worked up before. Still, he could make little
sense of the man’s words.

“So what does any of this have to do with me
learning the ways of fighting?” Denith asked
sheepishly.

“The simple and obvious fact that by accepting
those keys you have chosen your side in this war—
the war between freedom and bondage, between the
colors and the shadows, between the light and the
darkness. However you see it, it is the same war,
and you are now part of it. Even if you do not seek
battle, the battle will find you, and you shall not be
able to escape it. The only thing you can do is hope
to be prepared for it.”

Denith looked at Baden, feeling a mixture of
disbelief and alarm.

“You may not have seen them yet,” Baden
continued, “but there are those who walk this world
without a touch of color on them. They exist only in
shadow, and are the emissaries of forces even
darker than Lancer’s men. They are our true
enemies. It is they who know of the colors, and yet
despise them. It is their influence that has kept
your people from seeing them. And their greatest
enemies are people like us—those who can see their
true colors—or lack of them. It is they who invoke
Lancer and his Watchers to fight us, to keep us out
of their lives, and out of yours—to keep you content
in your snug little lives as their slaves. Your people
have become so acceptant of this life, and even
dependent on it, that even if you could see what
was really happening, you would still do nothing,
simply because you have ... how did you say it ...
no inclination for the ways of war?”

“But what use is there in fighting? Our lands
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are at peace. Isn’'t that a good thing?”

“Ah, if only they were at peace. The ways of
peace are indeed better than the ways of war. But
peace without freedom is a false peace. Your people
are captives of these Shadowed Ones, as if they
had been born in prison, not even knowing that
there is true freedom beyond the confines they are
content to remain within. They sit in the darkness
of shadow, when the sun is shining all around them,
beckoning them to discover the freedom of its
warmth and light.

“But they cannot see it, because they are
captives. They cannot even comprehend it when
you tell them of it, because the world outside their
prison is foreign to them. True peace is a gift of the
light, just as the true colors are. What the Shadowed
Ones have brought your people is not peace, but
slavery. And as a slave, you have now escaped. You
have found a way out of the prison they have kept
your people in, and discovered the truth that they
have sought to keep from your eyes and hearts.
And so you have become a danger to these forces of
darkness, just as we Drifters are a danger to their
system.”

Denith was quiet as he pondered Baden’s words.
Things were starting to make some sense—the sight
of the colors, and the keys of this other world that
had somehow broken whatever influence had
blinded him to them before. It all sounded so much
bigger and involved than he had imagined. Strange
powers, dark forces, creatures of shadow.

“So, what will it be?” Baden asked, holding
Denith’s sword up in front of him. “You need
strengthening, and learning to defend yourself is a
good thing. At least you won’t have to rely on
strangers to rescue you next time you're attacked
by simple thugs.”

Denith smiled. He was already persuaded.
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“You're right! Let’s start!” he said with a note of
determination in his voice. “Teach me!”

“What? Now?” Baden asked, caught off guard by
this sudden change in Denith’s manner.

“Why not?” Denith answered. “I mean, at least I
could learn how to pull that sword out as smoothly
as you did. That would be progress enough for one
day!”

At that, Baden burst out in hearty laughter.
“Then let’s do it!”

They found a secluded spot not far from where
they had set up camp. Baden was most proficient
with the sword, but he could also skillfully wield a
knife, and hit targets from a great distance away.
He was a fierce fighter, even with his bare hands.

“It’s in our blood,” he confided to Denith, as he
set up props and branches for targets. “We grow up
fighting, almost from the day we leave our mother’s
womb. It’'s part of our life—our survival.”

“You're such an odd people,” Denith commented.
“On the one hand you are gentle souls with a joyful
and peaceful way of living, and yet you can be so
fierce!”

“We have to be,” Baden replied. “And you’ll have
to be too!—Here! I don’t intend to keep this for you
for a moment longer,” he said as he tossed Denith
the sword. “Put it on, and let’s begin.”

Denith strapped the sheath back around his
waist. He curled his fingers around the hilt, and
carefully, almost reverently, drew the sword. It slid
out easily. He pointed it upwards, and away from
him, inspecting the look and feel of it in his own
hands.

It was an impressive sight, even for Baden.
“What sort of commoner is this, and what is he to
become?” he whispered to himself.

“What was that?” Denith asked.

“Huh? Oh, nothing,” Baden said, making a
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pretense of clearing his throat as he regained his
composure. “That was pretty smooth—for a
beginner.”

Baden coached Denith through increasingly
difficult levels of training. As the weeks went by,
Denith’s strength continued to return and his
fitness improved. In spite of his hardy physique,
he had never been exposed to the kind of rigors
that Baden was subjecting him to now, and it took
him quite a bit of catching his breath before he
found himself fully up to the trials that Baden
placed before him.

They would run through woods, uphill, down-
hill—Baden spurring Denith on until his muscles
ached and he could run no more. His arms and
shoulders strained from wielding weaponry and
climbing ropes and trees, and he felt at times that
he was scarcely able to take another breath. Yet
each day he found himself a little surer, a little more
nimble, a little more attentive, and able to push
himself a little further.

Much to Baden’s surprise, Denith found great
enjoyment and challenge in pushing his endurance
to the limit. Soon his skill with the sword had
improved so much that even Baden was surprised
at the maneuvers and techniques he mastered. He
was no match for Baden yet, or any of the other
menfolk of this small Drifter tribe, but his potential
was clearly beginning to show.

Baden and the others soon packed up camp, and
began their journey in search of Charine. Throughout
their days of travel, Baden was determined not to let
Denith’s training stop. Each morning well before dawn,
he would wake Denith and take him to a place where
he would set up torches, and the training would
continue. He would make Denith run alongside the
rolling wagons instead of riding them. He taught
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Denith horsemanship—how to grab the mane of a
running horse and swing onto its back, or to jump
from one running horse onto another. It seemed there
was little that Baden could not teach, or that Denith
could not learn.

“We’ll be setting up camp here,” Baden informed
Denith as they reached a secluded clearing.

Denith nodded, taking little notice of Baden’s
comments. He was thankful for the break in their
traveling schedule, as he hoped it would afford
some more time for training. “Time to practice,
then!” he proclaimed.

Baden looked a little concerned. “Yes ... time to
practice. And that’s the truth, for soon it may be
more than just practice.”

Denith looked puzzled. “I'm not sure that I
understand.”

“The closer we get to the Dark Forest, the
stronger the presence of the dark forces becomes.”

“The Dark Forest?” Denith questioned.

“It was once a sacred forest to the Drifters,
though we were driven from it long ago. We called it
the Enchanted Wood, until the Shadowed Ones
came. Now it is dark, like everything that has come
under their evil influence. But it is said that some
of it remains enchanted, and in those parts is where
Charine dwells.”

“So how close are we?”

“It is still several days off by horseback.”

“Then why are we setting up camp here?”

“Because this is as far as the camp will go. The
council doesn’'t want to bring the tribe any closer
to harm’s way. They have traveled this far only
because it agrees with our normal course of travel.
A few of us shall go on with you, but off the main
roads, until we get to the Dark Forest...”

“Where we will find Charine,” Denith said,
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finishing Baden’s sentence.

“Precisely, but not as easily,” Baden answered.
“The forest is vast and deep, and is for the most
part a dreadful place. It was once enchanted with
pleasantness, when the Drifters had it. But now it
has become darkened—so darkened that even most
of Lancer’s men dare not enter it.”

Denith listened in awe, fascinated by Baden’s
words.

Baden, however, felt some concern over the
glimmer of adventure that he could see dancing in
Denith’s eyes. “Let me tell you one thing about our
journey,” Baden said, his voice taking on an
emphatic and somber tone. “It will be a treacherous
one—treacherous trying to evade the dark forces,
and treacherous wandering through that forest.
This is no small thing that we are setting out to
do.”

But Baden’s words did little to dampen Denith’s
enthusiasm, and he began toying with the hilt of
his sword in anticipation of some more practice time.

“You have never had to face the dark forces, have
you?” Baden challenged.

“Well, there were those fellows who attacked me.”

“Ha! They were not the dark forces. They were
Traders—prisoners of shadow like the rest of the
commoners, only a little less refined. The dark
forces are the Watchers, who rule over your people,
and the Shadowed Ones, who rule over the
Watchers. I suppose you know nothing of the
netherworld either.”

“The netherworld?”

“Just as I thought,” Baden remarked with a hint
of frustration, and attempted to explain. “The
netherworld exists much like the other world does—
in realms that remain invisible to most. You cannot
really accept or be aware of the one without having
to acknowledge the existence of the other. And
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though its power is not as strong nor as great as
the power of the other world, it is still a power—
and the heart of the shadow and its Shadowed Ones
that rule over your world. And a sword will do you
little good in the face of these enemies.” With a swift
movement, Baden suddenly snatched Denith’s
sword from its sheath, and held it casually in front
of him. “You think you have learned much because
you are now able to wield a sword. But there is
much more to this war than weapons of combat.”
With that, Baden flung the sword a short distance
away.

Denith groaned inwardly and a troubled look
crossed his face.

“What’s the matter?” Baden asked. “Have you
only now realized the danger that we face?”

“I am troubled,” Denith said, shaking his head.
He plopped down on a nearby log. “I thought I'd
learned much, but now you say there is so much
more to learn! I've spent all this time and energy
mastering the sword to keep myself out of trouble
and free from harm. But now you tell me that all
this will be of little help against these Shadowed
Ones? Why didn’t you tell me this at the very
beginning, before I spent so much time learning
how to wield a sword that still leaves me powerless
against them?”

“I'm not saying you have no power against them,”
Baden was quick to respond. “All I am saying is
that you have not yet learned to fight them.”

“I am too weary to learn how to fight a new battle,”
Denith muttered.

“You are too proud to learn how to fight a new
battle!” Baden retorted sharply.

Denith looked up in surprise at Baden’s tone.
He could feel that Baden was beginning to lose
patience with him.

Baden continued, “You are so foolish to think
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that when you have learned one thing you have
learned everything! This one little skill has puffed
you up. Do you think that now you are invincible?
You need to learn that you know nothing!—And that
the more you know, the more it tells you what you
don’t know.” Baden shook his head angrily. “But if
after only a few lessons you feel good and proud in
yourself, then I'm afraid you are looking forward to
a mighty fall!”

With that, Baden turned and stormed off, leaving
Denith alone.

Denith was distressed that he had upset his
friend, but also disheartened by Baden’s words. I
need to get away, he thought. Perhaps a walk in the
woods will clear my mind and do me some good.

He found a path that led off into a nearby wooded
area, and decided to follow it. Before he had gone
far he felt a nudge, a voice like a whisper. Your sword!
Remember, a warrior never goes anywhere without
his sword.

Denith hurried back, quickly retrieved his sword
from where Baden had tossed it, and placed it back
in its sheath. Then he turned back towards his
trail, to find solitude, peace of mind, and a chance
to ponder all the things that Baden had told him.

He had not been out alone since the Drifters had
rescued him, and the first thought that struck him
as he wandered further was how quiet everything
was, and then how alone and even fragile he was.
He shrugged these thoughts off, however, as he was
worried that entertaining them was a sign of
weakness.

The woods around him grew darker, though
Denith tried to comfort himself that, of course,
forests were often dark, with their threaded and
intertwined branches and leaves blocking the
sunlight—and warmth. The pathway soon began
to narrow, till it ended at a wall of hedges that could
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not be passed. Denith sighed in resignation. The
path of his thoughts had come to just as abrupt an
end, without any definite or helpful conclusions.

He turned to begin his journey back, but as he
did, he found himself standing before a cloaked and
hooded stranger. His surprise quickly turned to
anxiety. He had not been aware than anyone was
following him, and he was unsure what to expect
from this encounter. He tried to distinguish the
stranger’s features, but the short man lowered his
hood even further, so that his face was filled with
shadows.

Denith suddenly felt a warmth against his side.
The keys! he thought instantly. He had mostly
forgotten about them these past few weeks that he’d
been training, but he now became acutely aware of
them. At the same time he felt a power surging
through his being, filling him with watchfulness
and courage—an apparent premonition of what was
to come.

“Who are you?” Denith challenged.

The stranger did not move as Denith ap-
proached.

“Where did you come from? I demand that you
let me pass!”

“You cannot pass me if I do not wish it,” the man
answered coldly.

“I am not sure that I agree!” Denith said,
preparing to grasp his sword. “Do not force me to
lift up my sword against you, for I see you carry no
equal weapon.”

“Yours is a very worthy sword,” the stranger
answered, “that I can see. A Baron sword, no less.
But I see that you do not know who I am, for if you
did, you would understand that I have no need of a
weapon.”

“How can I know you when your face is hidden?”
Denith answered.
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“Nor do you have any fear of me,” the stranger
said with some surprise, “and yet you have come
into my presence. Why?”

It suddenly dawned on Denith that this was no
earthly stranger. His sense of wariness heightened.
Though he felt no fear, the man’s presence was
unnerving.

“It is you who have come into my presence,”
Denith persisted. “And your company is not
desired. So be gone, stranger.”

“You would fear me more if you knew who I was,”
the stranger replied. “I have the command of all
the forces within this region at my disposal. I will
give the orders here, and state my likes or dislikes!”

A shudder swept through Denith, as he realized
where this creature probably came from. Still, the
stranger seemed more puzzled by Denith than
Denith was by him. Denith took a measure of
comfort in that observation, and decided to press
his advantage.

“You do not look like any commander to me,”
Denith said without a trace of fear, stepping closer
to the figure. “For all I know, you're nothing but a
short, shriveled old man under that cloak you hide
in.”

Getting aggravated at this young man’s lack of
respect for his powers, the stranger deftly opened
his cloak to reveal a dark gray uniform—as well as
a hefty sword, which he now drew menacingly. “But
I do have a sword. You see, it is not always as you
think, young man. Beware of challenging powers
you know nothing of.”

The black blade of the sword glistened darkly,
as if it was in some strange way aglow with shadow.
But Denith did not flinch. He felt an inner assurance
from the power of the keys, and somehow he knew
that this creature could do him no harm while he
carried them. He did not draw his sword in
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response. “So, you have a sword. That still does
not make me fear you.”

“You are not a Drifter, yet your speech and
manner resemble a Drifter,” the stranger observed,
and his tone almost softened. “By your insolence I
sense that you have been living among them,
though you are clearly of the common folk. But even
that would not be enough to bring you so strongly
to my attention. Who are you, young man with the
Baron sword?”

Denith swallowed. He was not sure how to
respond. He had no desire to reveal any of his
secrets to this creature of darkness. He tried again
to discern the stranger’s features, but darkness was
rapidly falling and the man’s face, already
shadowed by his hood, now became even more
shadow-filled, until Denith was staring into a void
of nothingness.

It was then that he heard a whisper: He’s not
really there...

Denith shook his head slightly, but the whisper
sounded more loudly this time: He is not of your
world. His sword cannot touch you. Only beware of
his words.

Denith hoped desperately he could trust the
whisper he was hearing at this moment. “You may
have a sword,” he answered, “but I sense that, for
all your bold display of power, your presence here
is only as a wisp, a phantom, a figment of some
dark imagination! You may be able to make yourself
appear before me, but that is all you can do. If I
were to draw my sword to fight, it would do you no
harm. But neither can you harm me. I don’t know
who you are, or why I have come to your attention,
but I for one have no desire to find the answer to
either of those questions.”

Feeling emboldened, Denith raised himself up
as tall as he could, and said, “I am not going to be
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hindered or stopped by you. I am going on, whether
I have to go around you or,” he said, stepping
forward resolutely, “right through you!” With that,
he passed right through the figure, and when he
looked back, the apparition was gone.

Denith knew he had just stood face to face with
a creature of the netherworld, and could not help
but feel shaken by the experience. Somehow Denith
had evoked the attention of this creature. Was it
because of the keys? The creature had not
mentioned them—only the sword, which, as far as
Denith knew, was not imbued with any special
power of itself. But this creature had appeared from
nowhere, and returned there again. What if he were
to appear and see the keys? Or was the creature
perhaps still there, and still watching invisibly?

Denith was suddenly struck with dread, and he
wanted nothing more than to be gone from this
ominous place. Quickly he ran back to Baden’s
camp, defying the branches that slapped his face
as he rushed by them, till finally he came to the
edge of the clearing where the Drifters were
beginning to set up camp. Here he collapsed on the
ground, sorely out of breath. It did not take long for
Baden to find him.

By this time Baden was feeling sorry for his
impatient outburst. After all, the young man knew
very little about the ways of the other world, and
could hardly be blamed for his ignorance and
misplaced self-confidence.

Baden haltingly began to speak, “I ... I'm sorry,
Denith.”

“Sorry?” Denith asked, “Oh, never mind that. I
was just in the forest by myself and ... I think I met
one of the Shadowed Ones.”

“What? Here?” Baden exclaimed.

Denith proceeded to tell Baden what had
transpired during his solitary trek into the forest.
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Baden listened in silence, then looked dis-
tressed. “The camp must leave!” he said.

“Leave? Why?”

“If the netherworld has discovered your presence
here, it may not be long before the Watchers will be
crawling all over this place. The ways of the dark
forces are difficult to understand, but if this is the
first time you have come to the attention of the
Shadowed Ones, they will not stop until they have
discovered why—and more often than not it falls to
the Watchers, who are indirectly under their control,
to accomplish this. We may not have much time
here.”

“I have put you in danger,” Denith said in
anguish.

“Do not worry yourselfl We have seen danger before.
This is the peril I was trying to tell you about. You
never know where it will come from or how it will show
itself. Sometimes it brings the Watchers, and battle.
Other times, it brings only unseen forces that are
more sinister, whose words or thoughts like weapons
enter the mind and weaken it, bringing doubt and
fear. And at other times—perhaps this time—it can
bring both. Our little tribe will not stand long against
a host of Watchers.” He thought for a moment. “I shall
recommend to the council that the camp move
elsewhere. As for our part of the journey, we may have
to go on with fewer men than I planned. The camp
will need help to move to a new place for the winter.”

With that, Baden slowly turned and made his
way back into the camp to share the news with the
others. He pondered all that had befallen Denith.
He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was much
more to this young man than he had originally
thought.

Who are you, Denith? he wondered. Why were
you given those keys? And what sort of power do
you wield that both attracts and defies the dark forces?
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THE DARK FORCES

There had been no objections to Baden’s
proposal this time. Though the Drifters had safely
inhabited these parts before, they were aware that
danger was nearer here than elsewhere, and after
hearing of Denith’s encounter, it was agreed that
the wisest course of action would be to move to a
safer location.

A group of eight men, including Denith, would
continue on towards the Dark Forest in search of
Charine. There was little doubt now in Baden’s mind
that they needed to avail themselves of whatever
truth, wisdom, and insight she possessed.

Denith, however, was pale, and obviously
distraught with all that had happened.

Baden, noticing his lack of cheer, asked, “What’s
the matter with you? We don’t have time to indulge
in any self-pity. The horses are saddled and laden
with provisions, and we must soon be on our way.”

Denith looked up. “I'm very sorry that I've caused
you so much trouble,” he said. “I don’t understand
what is happening but it just seems that ever since
you've met me, you've had one problem after
another.”

“That’s an exaggeration. I don’t know that we've
had any real problems till now, have we? You need
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to stop thinking that you are the center of the
universe—that all goodness, all answers, and all
problems come from you!” Baden said with a laugh.
“This is not your doing. You do not seem to
understand this. None of this is your doing. You
are only a player, playing a role. It is your keys that
are bringing this upon all of us. And because they
are from the other world, this means that the other
world is bringing these things on us. And what they
bring, they bring for a purpose—a purpose we shall
try to discover by finding Charine.”

Baden shook his head and continued, “I don’t
know what’s happening either, but I believe we’ll
find out sooner than later. Such struggles are not
new to us. And I think they are not going to be new
to you for much longer either! So come, get up on
your horse. The sun is setting, and we must be on
our way.”

As they rode, Denith found a lot of time to think
and reflect on Baden’s words, and all that had
happened. He felt very incapable of playing any role
against such forces. But at the same time he felt a
strength growing within him—a strength that
seemed to be waiting to be released at the right
moment, under the right circumstances. He had
felt a measure of it when he confronted the
shadowed stranger, and knew that this strength
was not his own, that it was not something he could
emulate or possess in himself. It had been given to
him in the moment of danger, when he needed it. It
was as if he was merely an empty shell for this
strength to use, possess, and empower. Except, he
thought, perhaps the shell is not quite empty enough
yet!

At daybreak the band of seven Drifters and
Denith emerged from a forest to see a wide expanse
of open terrain before them. In the distance, the
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Dark Forest loomed wide and dark, like a thick rug
thrown over the rolling terrain of hills that stretched
to the horizon. The small group reined in their
horses and paused at the edge of the forest they
had just come out of, gazing out across the tract of
land between them and their next destination.

The Drifters spoke among themselves as one of
them pointed in the direction of a pillar of smoke
that rose from the other side of a hill.

“He says there’s an encampment of Watchers
there,” Baden translated for Denith. “That won’t
make it any easier for us to get across this space
unnoticed.”

The other men were discussing various options
amongst themselves in their own language,
occasionally casting sidelong glances at Denith.
They all knew he had yet to face a true enemy in
hand-to-hand combat.

“They are saying that perhaps it is best to bide
our time here,” Baden continued. “This thicket will
give us ample cover until nightfall, when we can
sneak across under the cover of darkness.”

Baden was concerned to see a troubled look on
Denith’s face once again.

“I realize you've all fought men like these before,”
Denith quickly explained, “and you’d do so again
without hesitation. So your only reason to wait is
to protect me from this confrontation. But that
confrontation is going to come upon us whether we
go or stay. It cannot be avoided.”

Baden looked up, curious.

“What I mean,” Denith continued, “is that I fear
this shadowed creature has been tracking our
journey. It’s almost like he is trying to push himself
to the forefront of my mind again, and materialize
before me. I am doing my best to ward off such
thoughts, but they are getting stronger, and
increasingly difficult to ignore.”

105



THE SEVEN KEYS - DENITH'S STORY

“And you fear he may lead other Watchers to our
position,” Baden suggested.

“Yes. And they may not be very far off.”

“I feared as much myself when I saw the
Watchers encamped just here,” Baden answered.
“They have a way of sensing these things, and are
difficult men to take by surprise. Very well, I shall
tell the others.”

With that, Baden returned to the group of
Drifters, and explained all that Denith had told him.

“I fear for his mind,” one of them replied. “These
commoners seem so easily influenced by the
Shadowed Ones. Keys or not, he cannot hope to
last long like this.”

The other men nodded.

“I agree,” Baden replied. “And that is why it is
all the more important that we find Charine. She
is the only one who would know about these things,
and be able to help him. As it is said, for every force
of darkness, there is an equally powerful counter-
force of light. I am sure there is something he can
do against such dark influences, and perhaps that
is what he is meant to discover—not only for
himself, but for his people.”

Meanwhile, Denith had drawn himself a short
distance away from the group. In the back of his
mind he had begun hearing snatches of words—
faintly at first, though he was sure it was the
whispers. They were telling him something! He
closed his eyes, trying with all of his might to
concentrate on the words they were saying. At the
same time, and almost without realizing it, Denith
found his hands making their way towards the
keys, which were nestled safely in their pouch.

The Drifters looked in Denith’s direction,
suddenly worried about the trancelike state he
seemed to be getting into. But Baden, noting the
serene look on Denith’s face, smiled. “It is okay. I
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think our friend is even now discovering a
counterforce,” Baden whispered.

As Denith’s hands grasped ahold of the keys,
the whispers suddenly became clearer: The only
power this Evil One wields is fear. The moment you
yield to that fear, he will have power over your mind,
and will appear once again. And if he does, he will
be more difficult to resist.

As the voice grew clearer, Denith recognized that
it was Faethé who spoke, though he could not see
her. He smiled.

We are right here with you, the inner voice
continued. You are protected by the power of the
keys, the power of our world. We have not left you,
and are still with you. You are still upon the path we
have placed you on, and you have done well. There
is more to come, and much to learn, but so long as
you hold on to the keys, you have nothing to fear—
not from the Evil One, and not from his shadows that
walk these lands. Do not waver, but go forth to meet
them, for this is what you have been trained for.

As quickly as they had come, the whispers were
gone. But the warmth they had brought with them
remained—a warmth that emanated from the keys
and flowed over his entire body. And with it came
peace—a peace that Denith felt could defy any fear.

Denith now noticed Baden and the other Drifters
staring curiously in his direction.

“I'm fine,” Denith assured the group of men. “It
was the whispers. I've heard them again. I think
they mean for us to go forward. And if that means
we must fight, then I am ready for it.”

Denith’s resoluteness caught the Drifters by
surprise—all but Baden, that is. He had expected
it.

“Alright, then!” Baden said. “We will try to find
the safest and fastest route across, but no matter
where we cross, they will spot us before we reach
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the forest, and it won’t be long until they are upon
us. We shall have to hope we can make it as close
to the forest as possible before we are knocked from
our horses, and will have to fight and run at the
same time.”

They rode off in single file, staying within the
forest, taking great care to remain out of sight.
Coming to the crest of a hill, they gazed down the
far side. The encampment of soldiers was sprawled
in the dale below them, and various patrols could
be seen marching or riding along the stretch of land
between them and the Dark Forest.

“This could be more difficult than we thought,”
one of the men said. “It looks like the Shadowed
Ones have alerted them to our coming.”

“It won’t take long for us to be seriously out-
numbered,” the other Drifter continued. “We shall
have to put as much distance between us and the
main camp as we can before we cross if we want to
get anywhere near that forest before these
Watchers overtake us, and to have a decent chance
of making it there alive.”

“I agree,” Baden replied, “and that will only be
the beginning.”

Being so outnumbered was their greatest
concern, and some of the men muttered among
themselves that Denith would likely prove of little
help—if not actually worsen the odds altogether by
needing to be protected by them as well.

Denith himself wondered if he would even be
able to raise his sword against another man in
earnest. Practice was one thing, but the thought
of actually wounding or killing someone was
almost incomprehensible to him, though it didn’t
seem to disturb these other fine men he was
riding with.

Baden knew more than anyone the chance they
were taking in exposing Denith to this battle. Facing
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down a faceless apparition was one thing. No harm
had been done. Confronting men of flesh and blood
was another battle entirely, and Baden realized the
very real possibility that Denith might turn and run
when faced with such danger—or worse still, freeze
and be unable to lift his sword to protect himself. If
that were the case, someone would have to protect
him.

“Well, the time has come, Denith,” Baden said
once the plan had been formulated. “It will not be
an easy battle, but we shall take our chances.
These men are not hard to defeat individually, but
their numbers will be the greatest challenge. But
with a little help from the other world, we shall be
in that forest before the noon hour!”

They rode a little further along the woods, until
they came to a plateau that stretched straight
before them all the way to the Dark Forest. Hopefully
it was far enough from the main encampment to
yield them the advantage of time they needed. The
ground was also level enough to give them good
visibility of any oncoming forces.

At Baden’s signal, all the men unsheathed their
swords, and then lowered them towards each other
in salute. Then they spurred their horses, and
began the charge.

Sticking as close as he could to Baden, Denith
rode in the middle. His heart was pounding. Baden
didn’t dare look at him, for he did not want to unduly
worry himself with a glimpse of Denith’s stricken
face.

A small patrol of soldiers was the first to spot
their dash. Though startled initially, they were also
quick to respond to the trespassers. The alarm was
raised, swords were drawn, horses were spurred,
and soon soldiers were converging on the galloping
intruders from the direction of the camp.

The Drifters rode hard, but they had not
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expected to reach the forest without a fight, and