<i><b>Crossing the Border Between Civilization and Death</b></i>

"These damn trees aren't disappearing fast enough," grumbled an irate Jeuni Huros.

"Your resolve is weakening." The beast-man grinned as he said this, fully aware that Jeuni would react energetically to such an accusation.

"It's not!" exclaimed the juggler, indignation spurring him forward at a faster rate. The beast-man chuckled and kept on walking right alongside Jeuni, his longer stride easily matching the juggler's faster pace. "It's not," Jeuni repeated a moment later, more to himself than anyone.

The trees were, as Jeuni had so eloquently put it, not disappearing fast enough. They'd been walking for almost two days now, and the forest had no end to in sight. Where was the South, Jeuni wondered, the South that was either the beautiful paradise of his dreams or its desolate opposite as predicted by Kihara's song? There was nothing to indicate a change in climate or terrain. The ground they walked on seemed to lack slope and the brush they cut through maintained a steady thickness. 

"That's a relief, maybe," mused the larger man. "It would be troublesome if you were to doubt the path before you. It's taken a lot to get you this far, you understand."

Jeuni tossed a sidelong glance the beast-man's way. Was it so obvious that he was still worried? They had been walking for two days now, mostly in silence, stopping only to eat and sleep. The juggler realized that he had to be thankful to this odd giant of a man for not only saving him from Ynthon, but also for having the common sense to bring food along. He also realized that he somehow owed this man something for having killed him—but despite these realizations, he was still uneasy, and still did not say much. As a result, the beast-man also kept his mouth closed most of the time.

Jeuni's will to press on through the forest began wavering some time on the third day. The wavering only served to strengthen his determination—following through on his promise to himself was a matter of pride to the juggler. Every moment that his will grew weaker, his pride told him to keep it strong, and he continued on.

After a week of trekking through the forests, Jeuni had become accustomed to it. Being with the large Holder was almost like being alone, and he enjoyed being alone. Being alone had been his life in his hometown, punctuated with his juggling acts. When he had been living there, he had rarely seen Gyurot, and never his family. His only companion had been alcohol. The only thing he missed now, crossing mile after mile of woodland, was alcohol.

On the seventh night, Jeuni and the beast-man sat down in a clearing. The beast-man started a fire and they supped on stale bread and freshly cooked sausage. As he finished his meal and prepared to lie back against a comfortable-looking tree stump, Jeuni couldn't help but wonder about what he had said to Kihara before. He had told her that getting through the forest was more important than crossing the border, and now he realized that that had been true, though he couldn't have known it at the time. It had taken less than a day to reach the border, less than an eighth of the total time since he'd fled his hometown with the girl.

"I wonder how far this forest goes," the juggler murmured to himself. The beast-man overheard the question, and took it as an opportunity to force a conversation.

"I'm surprised you're not asking more questions, Master Huros. You seemed so bewildered before."

"Do you know how far the forest goes?" repeated Jeuni, more audibly this time.

"At our current rate, we should be out in another week or so. You didn't look at any maps before setting out?"

"Maps?"

"Oh, right, right—Byhr doesn't have things like that, hm?"

"I wouldn't know," sighed the juggler, settling back against the stump and closing his eyes. "Byhr is damn messed up."

"I am in total agreement." The beast-man's tone was flat and emotionless.

"Hey, King?" Jeuni asked, still reclining.

"Don't call me that."

"Then what should I call you, damn it?" The 'damn it' was tired and unhappy. Jeuni wasn't angry enough to curse the way he normally could, yet he felt uncomfortable without adding 'damn it' to his question. He was about to sleep, he figured, and he wanted to sleep well. He needed to let out at least one 'damn it' before that could happen.

"My Holder number will do. You can refer to me as the Second."

"Second? Total agreement, you said? Total <i>Byhr</i>, aren't you? A number for a name. If the Council had its way, even I would be just a number." Jeuni opened his eyes and glared at the beast-man. "I don't know what the relationship is between you, and Kihara, and that freak conductor or whatever he was, and Byhr, but let me make one thing clear to you: I don't care for Byhr. Never have, never will. That's why I'm escaping."

"Is that really why you're escaping, Master Huros?"

"What do you mean?" Jeuni asked, drawing himself up to his full sitting height and crossing his legs. He wasn't drowsy anymore. He could curse up a veritable storm if he so desired.

"Well, it doesn't make much sense to me, to be honest. Why you turned out to be a drunk, why you chose a lowly profession such as juggling when you have the smarts to start a solid business. You had a family back in that town, right? And friends? Master Huros, you probably understand more about your predicament than I do."

"That's sure funny coming from you, <i>Second</i>. You say you understand less than I do when I understand none of it and you have that conceited enigmatic air like you're full of blasted answers. How did you select me? How did you and Kihara come to me, and why? Like you said: I'm just a drunk. <i>That's all I am.</i>"

"You sure are hard on the old sensibilities, Master Huros. And you're not even drunk... Ah well." The beast-man sighed wearily. "It should be noted that I did not select you and that you are the one who found the girl, not the other way around."

"You didn't select me? Damn sure seemed like you did."

"Why did you decide to escape?" asked the beast-man, nimbly avoiding Jeuni's last assertion.

"You told me to!" declared Jeuni, recalling the words written in blood on the street.

"I came and delivered that message because you wanted to escape. Now, why? It couldn't have been that you were dissatisfied with being a drunk because I get the feeling that you chose that path consciously, of your own accord. In fact, I'm going on the assumption that that itself was escapism—"

"Save your god damned assumptions for someone else!" yelled the juggler.

"Then why the alcohol?"

"I <i>liked</i> it!"

"Always complaining about it!"

"A man's got the right to complain about what he wants to complain about!"

"It's against the law of Byhr, Master Huros."

"And there you go again, bringing up Byhr. Well I say, <i>damn</i> Byhr! I don't care for its laws, or traditions, or... or..." And then Jeuni realized that the beast-man's last comment had been light-hearted, something in the vein of a joke, and he fell silent.

"Maybe something in your past?"

"Nothing in my past. I don't even remember it," growled the juggler.

"Romance, then?"

"All the women my age in town had Harnecian lovers. They hated Byhr as much as any of us."

"Problems with your parents?"

"Haven't seen them in ages."

"Hmm." With this the beast-man fell silent and began stroking his chin with one giant hand. Pensiveness etched itself into his rugged face as he sat there, facing the agitated juggler. 

"Hmm? Is that all you have to say?" asked Jeuni after he had waited a minute for the beast-man to add more. As he asked this question, the anger in his voice finally faded, replaced with exhaustion. There was no point in continuing this exchange, Jeuni knew. He also knew that he owed the beast-man something, and that that something might as well be courtesy. He purged his words of any venom and then spoke again: "Well, Second, I guess I'll sleep now." Jeuni closed his eyes again and nestled into a crook in the tree trunk.

"Good rest, Master Huros. Whence you derive your hatred of Byhr and need for escape is ultimately no concern of mine. We continue southward in the morning; sleep well."

---

"Master Huros," came an urgent voice. "Master Huros, you need to wake up." It was the infinitely-faceted voice of the beast-man. Jeuni opened his eyes slowly. The forest was dark with the night. The beast-man was leaning over the juggler, shaking his shoulder. 

"Hard enough to sand the tree with my body," growled Jeuni. "Whaddya want, Second?"

"That blasted man, the Seventeenth—that is, Ynthon—is here, somewhere." The beast-man ceased rattling the juggler's small frame and looked around, his golden eyes shining in the darkness.

"Him again? Why?"

"He's headed this way, and he's close by. He wants to fight. He must think he has some chance against us, or that you won't fight back. Or maybe the god is blessing us—" the beast-man chuckled at this "—and is favoring me by withholding information from him. It's entirely possible, though unlikely, that Ynthon knows nothing of your powers."

Jeuni didn't respond verbally, choosing instead to grimace in the hopes that the Holder's keen eyes could pick his expression out in the darkness. 

"Never mind your fears," sighed the beast-man, gratifying the juggler. "We need a strategy, Master Huros. First, we need to figure out what Ynthon's plan is. He can probably only conduct the actions of one of us at a time, so the question is: which will he pick? If it's me, kill me instantly and then try to take him out on your own. That would be your safest bet. If it's you, then I'll just kill him."

"That's simple."

"Isn't it?" asked the beast-man. He inched closer to the juggler. "Now, Master Huros, he will be here very soon." Jeuni squinted into the darkness, trying to discern where the enemy Holder might come from, but he could make nothing out. The canopy was blocking out the moon and stars, and the forest was pitch-black. A rustling noise from a foot away alerted him that the beast-man had discarded his cloak. A click indicated that he had armed himself.

"He's not coming, Second," murmured Jeuni after a moment's pause. A minute passed. "I can't hear anything approaching. You sure he's coming, Second?"

"He's already here!" exclaimed the beast-man as he brought his katar down on the juggler. Jeuni, near blind in the darkness, had only his instincts to thank for saving him from death. He raised one arm to meet the katar, letting the beast-man's blade sink into a limb rather than his chest. Gritting his teeth in order to not cry out in pain, Jeuni wrenched his arm away from the beast-man, drenching the ground with his own blood as he stood.

"I don't know how much of your proposed strategy was yours, and how much was Ynthon's, Second, but I'll do the only thing I can," he said around gritted teeth. The only thing he could see in the dark was the glowing pair of eyes, and he aimed for those, flinging his uninjured arm their way and letting forth a stream of glittering blue birds, each a crackling mass of energy. In their light, Jeuni saw the beast-man's plate mail, his massive katar, and his apologetic facial expression. "Ynthon already took you." With a hissing noise, the birds shot at the beast-man, doing as they had done less than a fortnight before and passing straight through him. Metal clashed on metal as the beast-man's armor collapsed to the ground in a font of blood.

Jeuni clutched his bleeding arm tight as he scanned around the forest, the area dimly lit with the residual glow from his spell. <i>God damn conductor freak</i>, he thought to himself. <i>I didn't want to kill the giant again. Yeah, yeah, he'll be back—he's come back before. He's a Holder. But in the meantime I'm alone here. And my god damn arm hurts like nothing I've ever felt before. Ynthon. It's all him—I don't care about gods, or...

or anything.
I'll kill Ynthon, and go to the South with Kihara and that bothersome giant.</i>

Jeuni tightened his grip on his hurt arm and staggered into the middle of the blood-soaked clearing, stepping over the pieces of armor. 

"Ynthon!" he yelled at the top of his lungs. "Ynthon!" He paused and looked around. The light from his spell was fading. Within a minute he would be unable to see anything again. Carefully removing his hand from his wound, he stretched it toward the canopy and let the glittering birds fly once again, this time only a few in every direction, lancing light through the darkness of the forest. The juggler turned around and around, looking high and low for the sign of some silhouette, some shadow that wasn't a tree. 

Jeuni took a deep breath as he concentrated all of his efforts into keeping the birds alive and the forest lit. Dizziness began to set in; the wound in his arm was deeper than he'd feared. He was also exhausted. This was the most he'd used his magic at a time that he could remember, though this was also only the second time he could recall using it in recent memory. He sighed as he realized that if he was going to be forced to use his power on a regular basis, he might need to learn more about it. The thought was unappealing to the juggler.

"Ynthon!" he yelled again, using the situation at hand to alleviate unpleasant thoughts. "Show yourself, Ynthon!" <i>I wonder how far I can go with this blasted magic,</i> he thought to himself.<i> How much can I do with it? 

Maybe I can kill Ynthon with it.
Maybe.
Maybe I can just kill him and be done with this.</i>

Jeuni Huros stretched out both arms, palms facing upward. He didn't want his magic. He didn't want his powers. He didn't want to not want them; he wanted to not have to not want them. But now he knew he needed them. <i>Only this time. Only this one time, let me be powerful.</i>

A thousand times a thousand sparkling birds took flight from his palms. Clusters of them zoomed off in all directions, toppling trees and shredding underbrush as they went. The forest was full with the sound of crashing for a full minute before Jeuni collapsed to his knees, spent. All of his birds vanished but the clearing was still lit—now, by the light of stars and moon. In taking down the surrounding trees, Jeuni had taken down the organic ceiling overhead.

The juggler looked around briefly and saw, to his satisfaction, that there was a pool of blood spreading from beneath one of the nearby fallen pines.

"The curtain falls; I got him," he smiled.

<i>But he's a Holder, like Kihara, and that giant, so maybe he can regenerate himself and come back.

God damned Holders, and their god damned revival.
Actually.

Why</i> did <i>the Second find me? What business could a Holder have had with me? He wanted to take me South? Why? What's in it for him?

And Kihara—the Second said I was the one who found her. Why?
Why these Holders, and why all this killing? I would say needless, but it's not—this is a world ruled by Byhr. Whether or not Byhr's boundaries encompass the world, the world's history and its people's actions are determined by Byhr. And Byhr is the country of a dark god bent on death.

Maybe he's watching me now.

Maybe he's amused.
Go to hell.

Hahaha... a god, going to hell. Heh. Hehe.
I can't figure it out. Why was I chosen? Or why did I choose? Why did I leave my town, and why did Ynthon attack me? What did he want? It's all too much to figure, damn it. I give up. I give up. I won't try to figure anything out anymore. I'll just go south. I'll just go... south...</i>

Jeuni clutched at his arm through a blood-soaked sleeve and fell over on his side. He turned his gaze to the stars overhead as his field of vision grew smaller. They were a welcome sight after a week of trekking through the dense woodlands. Glittering against the dark blue sky like so many of Jeuni's birds... an uncomfortable laugh passed through the juggler and then he noticed that he couldn't see anything.

<i>My arm hurts. A damn lot.</i>
