





	It began with a girl - only a small girl, dark and silent and curious.  Her skin was not like the other children in this land, pale and rosy, but even in the peak of the winter as it was at this time, even mostly hidden beneath the ragged clothes of a tragic poverty, there was a golden glow that held something of the summer, of long afternoons spent walking along the shore or working the rows of grain.  Her complexion was from her mother, but the eyes were from her Kildean father - large and round and emerald green.


	They now glanced around the primary room of the orphanage, and if any had taken note of her, they would have seen an uncanny maturity in the girl's eyes - the maturity of a child who has known more than a child should know and yet still remain a child - but no one had spoken to her since the neighbor woman had gone and left her charge behind, except to tell her that they would return for her when they had prepared a bed and some cleaner clothes.


	As for those of the sisters and acolytes that remained present to observe the children, their faces were all turned away, either heedless of her presence or unwilling to acknowledge it.  Was it guilt, she wondered?  Or was it because they truly didn't care?  It wasn't as if she wished for sympathy from them, or that she couldn't take care of herself - she'd managed fairly well during the long days of her mother's illness - but it troubled her to think that so many people had become cold to a situation such as hers.  Even if they saw orphaned children day in and day out in this line of work, it was not something that one should become jaded to, and for the sake of the other children, the girl hoped this was not the case.


	In fact, many of the other children scattered around the large room were crying.  Only a few were being comforted by the sisters; the rest were left to huddle together or cower alone, wiping away their own tears with rough woolen sleeves.  At least the garments provided were not shabby, and they seemed warm enough.


	The girl didn't like to think that she was the reason for some of the tears, but she couldn't very well deny it.  When they had brought her in, many of the childrens' eyes had filled with suspicion, and some with fear.  She couldn't blame them, for she did not look like they did.  And she knew what went on in some of these places, between the older children and the younger, behind the sisters' backs.  Fortunately, her mother had lived long enough that she had reached an age where she was not so helpless. And of course, to some of the younger children, that meant that she was a threat.


	A vague feeling of uneasiness told her that one pair of eyes remained on her after all, and she lifted her head from the purposely meek posture she'd adopted when she'd arrived so that she might look around more carefully.  The eyes were deep brown, she discovered, and they belonged to a dark-haired boy roughly her own age, perhaps a little older, sitting against the wall a short distance away.  His gaze, fixed on her, was not full of either the suspicion or the craftiness she'd have expected, but instead held an expression of deep sadness, also too serious for his age.  In such a place, the girl thought, perhaps it was not so uncommon for children to look less like children than small adults.


	Upon seeing her looking back at him, he suddenly looked more his age as he quickly turned away, almost shyly.  The girl suppressed a smile of amusement, however, as she caught him sneaking another surreptitious glance at her, then averting his eyes as he saw that she'd caught him.


	Without hesitation, she crossed the few paces between them and sat down next to him, crossing her legs in front of her; if he had the nerve or the interest to look, then he might be worth speaking to.  "Hello."


	His eyebrows raised, but in simple surprise rather than the fear that many of the other children had shown when she'd arrived.  "I, uh... I wasn't... looking at you... you know..." he said quickly.  "I apologize if that's what you thought..."


	"I know," she told him, giving him a smile.  "You didn't look greedy - you looked sad.  Are you all right?"


	He hesitated before answering.  "I'm fine.  I was just thinking..."


	"About when you arrived, perhaps?"


	He shook his head.  "I was thinking that you must be very brave.  I've seen so many children arrive here, and usually they look so frightened...  Are you here to be trained as one of the sisters?" he asked suddenly.  "You're young, but you don't seem frightened or sad, and ... well, no one has ever asked me if I was all right before..."


	"No, I'm not an acolyte.  Yet," she amended.  "I thought that someday maybe I would join their number, but as you said, I am too young yet.  As for my being brave, well, I've known for years that I was bound for an orphanage eventually, and so I asked questions, watched the comings and goings of people... I learned what to expect."


	"You knew...? For years?"  The sorrow she'd seen in his eyes before returned.  "How terrible..."


	"It's not as bad as it could have been," she told him.  "I had plenty of time to get used to the idea that Mother was dying, unlike the children here whose parents have been killed in the war, or those who were abandoned... it's no wonder that they all look frightened or sad when they arrive, for their lives are suddenly moving so quickly.  I consider myself lucky to have been given time to prepare."


	"Maybe," the boy said dubiously.  "But I can't imagine... ah, perhaps we shouldn't talk about it," he decided, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees as he tilted his head curiously.  "My name's Nicolas - Nicolas Galerian.  What's yours?"


	"I had a Kildean name once," the girl said thoughtfully, "but my father vanished long ago in some battle, and my mother, a foreigner, had another name for me in her tongue.  For most of my life, I've answered to Mullenkamp."


	"Mullenkamp..."  The boy tested the unfamiliar syllables, awkward in his mouth.  "Do you know what it means?"


	"I don't know - my mother didn't teach me much of her language.  She couldn't get by so well here in Kiltia, since she spoke little Kildean, and she wanted me to have an easier time."


	"Hmm, I'd never have guessed - you speak Kildean very well," Nicolas observed.  "Though there's an edge to your speech that I assume is your mother's."


	"Is that a bad thing?"


	"No..."  He blushed slightly.  "Don't take this the wrong way, but... it's pretty."


	She laughed lightly.  "How could that be taken the wrong way?  It's a compliment any way I can think of to look at it."


	"Well, you're new here..." he began hesitantly.  "You probably don't know how-"


	"Oh, I've heard," she assured him.  "But all you said was that my speech was pretty - no more.  And you seem too kind to bother girls."


	"They usually do," he muttered.  "But thank you."


	It was odd, Mullenkamp thought, that Nicolas was far more soft-spoken and well-mannered than most of the orphans she had met and observed during her preparations. "If you don't mind my asking," she said, giving him a playful smile, "you speak better than most our age... did you too have an overly vigilant outlander parent?"


	Fortunately, he smiled back rather than growing sad, and Mullenkamp felt satisfied - she'd read him well, it seemed.  "Not even close.  My mother was in the service of the queen, and it was expected of her that she speak well.  She spoke the same way at home, and insisted that my sister and I do likewise."


	"Oh..."  She frowned slightly.  "And so the son of one of the queen's ladies should become a charity case, shunted off to an orphanage to associate with peasants like I? That does not seem right..."


	"I suppose it doesn't matter anymore who your parents were, once they are gone," Nicolas said simply.  "Besides, if you cannot choose who you are born to, why should you be punished or rewarded for a matter of chance?"


	"I agree," Mullenkamp told him, her smile returning.  "Among my mother's people, that was very much the case - though there was a speaker for each of their houses, all were equal within, and all houses were equal to each other."  She giggled softly.  "I suppose that is because they travelled so far and so often, that they rarely had contact with each other anyhow."


	"Ahh... so that would be why you ended up here, instead of among relatives, I presume?"  He paused, suddenly self-conscious.  "I... I'm sorry if my questions are too personal.  Just tell me and I'll leave you alone."


	"No, no, it's all right," she assured him.  "I have nothing to hide... and you're right, it's been a long time since any of Mother's people have come to Kiltia."





























	Amidst the sniffling and stifled sobs of the younger girls, Mullenkamp lay silent, listening.  There were more than children crying here... or perhaps simply more children than were present.  But something else cried out, on another level.  She wondered if she was the only one to listen, for it seemed lonely.


	...It hurts... it hurts... so beautifully...


	The whisper was not from lips of flesh and blood; in fact, it seemed to be nothing more than the feel of words imagined in a gust of wind.  "What does?" she whispered back.


	...Life... death... being death, seeing life...


	"Oh..."  This was not the first time Mullenkamp had heard a spirit speak, for her mother had been a diviner.  She had been taught of the gods from an early age, and also that she was surrounded by souls that she knew no one else could see; they could become dangerous, but seldom did unless provoked, Mother had said.  "I'm sorry... then why do you come here?"


	...we dwell in all of you, in your shadows.  The agony of the flesh is solace from our own eternity.


	Mullenkamp's childish lips pursed in a thoughtful frown that was not childish at all.  "Then you are not the spirits I know of... what are you?"


	We are the Dark.


	The girl froze; she'd not expected such an answer.  Though her mother and others readily called upon Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Light - even to the priests and priestesses in their rituals - the evil element known as Dark had long been forbidden, and lay dormant.  "But... the elements do not speak..."  The Dark, in fact, was silent and could not move among men, or so she had been taught.


	...Do we not?  The voice that was not a voice seemed to laugh.  What are we made of, after all, that we come when we are called? And here we find much to feast upon... so we have remained.


	"...What do you eat?"


	Pain... glorious pain, washed down with the finest blood...


	Mullenkamp's eyes flew wide open in alarm, but she remained still, resolute.  "You cannot touch me.  The gods protect me."


	...Oh, but we have touched you.  Or have you never felt sadness?  Have you never felt pain?


	"Of course."  Her mother's death, so recent, still stung her heart.


	...Yessss... remember...


	Suddenly Mullenkamp felt a tightness in her throat, upon her chest - as if hands were pressing against her from every direction, crushing her.  Throwing her hands over her face and curling up in a ball to ward off the strange sensations she could not understand, she tried to cry out but could not.  Oh, oh Kadesh, please protect me!  Protect me! she prayed in her heart.  If you are the goddess of love and Light, you can banish this!  As quickly as the words formed within her mind, the sense of pressure vanished and the whispers fled, gibbering and giggling madly.  


	Feeling a sense of vast emptiness and solitude, Mullenkamp cautiously took her hands away from her face and looked around, still trembling.  The other children continued to sleep, untroubled by anything beyond their own memories of misfortune that caused the occasional whimper or sob from somewhere within the dark room.  The voice of the Dark, however, could no longer be heard.


	Had it been a nightmare?  Or had the goddess answered her prayer?  Breathing a little easier, Mullenkamp rolled back onto her side, pulling the sheets up around her throat.  Either way, she seemed to be safe, and Mother had always told her that the gods watched over sleeping children.  Perhaps that was why she was the only one who had heard the Dark's whispering, she thought with a shudder - she alone remained awake.


	"Thank you," she whispered to the goddess as she drifted off into sleep, wrapped in the security that she'd always found in her faith.








	In one corner of the room, many of the younger children were clustered around one of the sisters, sitting at her feet or climbing into her lap as the sister held in one raised hand the Rood - the six-pointed emblem of the Kildean faith - explaining to the children in simple terms what it meant.


	"Each of these points stands for one of the six elements.  See here - at the top, we have Light, ruled by our most gracious goddess Kadesh.  Next to Light, on this side, is Fire, governed by the quick-tempered god Tamulis. On the other side of Light is Air, which is the domain of Marduk, the storm god."


	Mullenkamp had known these things for years, since she was younger than the youngest who now sat listening to the sister, and she listened only half-heartedly. Across from Fire, on the bottom, was Water, whose goddess was Talia; across from Air was Earth, whose goddess was Palolo. At the very bottom was the Dark, and not much else was known about that, for it was forbidden.


	"Each element has its opposite," the sister was telling the children.  "Fire and Water are opposed, and so are Air and Earth."


	Something suddenly occurred to Mullenkamp, and she looked up to the sister, raising a hand to ask her permission to speak.  "So then, are Earth and Water evil? If Fire and Air are beside Light..."


	The sister looked at her in surprise, and laughed kindly.  "No, no, child - Earth and Water keep Air and Fire in check.  If either were to become more powerful than its opposite, the elements would become unbalanced, and this very world might be in danger.  Earth and Water are certainly not evil."


	Mullenkamp had known this for some time too, but it opened the way to her real question.  "Then why is the Dark evil?  Does it not serve the same purpose for Light as Earth does for Air, or Fire does for Water?"


	The sister's kind smile faltered slightly, but she answered.  "Light is the power of all that is good and holy.  Naturally, the opposite of such a power is evil and unholy."


	"But regardless, if the other opposing elements keep a balance with each other for the good of the world," Mullenkamp reasoned, "Dark and Light should not be any different.  If the Light grows far more powerful than the Dark, would it not cause a disruption as well?"


	"Of course not!" the sister exclaimed.  "The Light is good, and the Dark is evil.  The Light heals, and the Dark kills."


	"Do not the holy knights of church and state kill?  Surely they are not evil, for they do the work of the gods," Mullenkamp pointed out.  "And what of soldiers?  My father killed for the land of Kiltia, and was killed by another man for the land of Ordalia.  My father was considered a good man for killing the enemies of our kingdom, but only in this land.  In Ordalia, no doubt he would have been thought evil, and the man who killed him thought good.  By what standards are good and evil measured?"  


	The sister was not smiling now as she frowned down at Mullenkamp, and the children who had gathered around her were staring at the young girl as well, puzzled by her words.  "Young lass - you speak of mysteries that are too complex for you to understand," the sister stated.  


	"If I am to be a priestess someday, I do," Mullenkamp replied.  "Will you not teach me a bit of what you have been taught?"


	"There is nothing to be taught - the Dark is evil.  The other five elements are good, and can be worked together against it.  That is simply how things are."


	"Is the Dark so much more powerful than any of the other elements, then?" Mullenkamp inquired.  "Is the Light alone not powerful enough to balance its opposing element without the help of four more?"


	There was a sudden stinging and sharp cracking sound as the sister's open hand struck Mullenkamp's cheek.  The girl 's mouth opened in a breath of sudden surprise and pain, but not a sound escaped it as she stared up at the woman.


	The sister's eyes were flashing almost in a fury, and she frowned severely at the girl standing open-mouthed before her.  "What you have spoken borders on blasphemy, child," she whispered, her voice harsh.  "The Light is love, life, and wellbeing.  The Dark is pain and malice and death - everything a sane person would wish to do away with in this world, and so the pure elements as well.  It is certainly nothing we would ever call upon willingly, and we must pray that the Light remains far stronger - always."


	The answer didn't satisfy Mullenkamp.  It raised another question, in fact - but raising her hand to gingerly touch her stinging cheek, she thought better of it and nodded contritely instead.  "Yes, sister."


	Slightly satisfied, the sister nodded in acknowledgment and returned her attention to the younger children who she had been instructing.  "It is a simple thing, is it not?" she asked them, and most of them nodded, their large eyes worried.  "You see," she continued with the gentle kindness she'd shown before, "as a child grows older, he or she learns more, and begins to think that he or she knows more than he or she actually does.  Such arrogance can lead to a lack of faith, as we have just seen."


	Mullenkamp frowned in frustration as she turned to find somewhere else to retreat, to think the matter over.  Her faith in the gods was not in question, not in the least; the logic behind the sister's faith, however, eluded her.  She loved the gods, she loved the elements, and she wanted the deeper understanding of them that the sisters and the priestesses held.


	That night, lying awake and listening to the eerie whispers of the Dark as it passed through the orphanage dormitory, unnoticed by all but herself, it occurred to Mullenkamp that perhaps the sister had no deeper understanding at all.























	As the drums began their slow cadence, those in the temple's inner chamber fell into perfect stillness; though Nicolas would not have thought it was possible to have been more quiet than even moments before, the silence now proved that there must have been some activity previously, unless those assembled to watch the ceremony had stopped breathing as well. Even the fire's crackling had quieted. Indeed, it seemed as though the world itself was holding its breath in anticipation.


	The only sound now was the faint rustling of fabric from the dark corridor across the room from him, and likely none could hear it but himself, for he was trained to hear the slightest sounds and respond as necessary. The bits of elemental work that she had taught him had sharpened his senses further still, and he felt a bit self-conscious at the seemingly loud rasp and crack as he slid the vine charcoal and the hide-bound book from the pack he carried and lay it open upon his lap. No one else took note of it; their eyes were fixed on the entryway, waiting.


	The charcoal made its first mark upon the paper, adding its quiet hiss to the music of the drums as the darkness of the entryway split in two at her appearance. It slid along the left edge of the paper, tracing the lines that all eyes in the room now travelled, from the outstretched hand down the curve of the veil she held before her face. There was a quick motion as the veil was torn away, and the charcoal mirrored it with a sharp, dark angle where the silk snapped suddenly through the air, accompanied by the chiming of her golden ornaments.


	The beat of the drums was full, luscious, just as the lashes of the eyes he now darkened upon the page. They were closed, but he imagined he could have drawn them open just as easily, even at this distance and through the flame. All those present looked upon her with admiration, whether it was her power or her grace or her body that they treasured so. As always, for an instant as the charcoal laid down the curves of her breast and stomach with a gentle, soothing caress, he wondered at what he might have had if things had been different between them.


	Any such thoughts were dispelled by the click of iron upon gold, undiscernable from the jingling of gold on gold except to an ear such as his. Taking care to remain casual to the eye, he abandoned the picture for a moment and moved the charcoal to the opposite page, the back of a previous drawing. She did not catch his eye - it might have been too obvious - and in fact, she turned her back as she balanced the sword atop her head and continued the dance.


	Right hand raised. Right hand dropped. Left hand raised. Half turn. Right hand raised. A full turn.


	The charcoal scraped upon the back of the page, leaving short, unlovely marks. Once someone had asked what he'd been recording as he watched her, and he'd readily enough offered the book to the man, if with a touch of self-consciousness. The man had flipped through the pages, nodded approvingly at the many drawings of her, and asked about the scribbles on the backs of many of the pages. The charcoal had gone dull while he worked, Nicolas had told him, and it had needed to be worn down to a fine point again for the detail. The man had nodded, and commented that he was talented - though drawing the high priestess was a bit of an odd hobby for a knight, and might be taken the wrong way. Aside from that, the man had not questioned.


	The drums' beat grew quicker, and she replaced the sword at her waist. Nicolas likewise replaced the charcoal upon the opposite page and continued his sketching. He'd gotten what he'd come for, yes, but her dance was inspiring nonetheless, and the picture he'd begun was not finished.


