Beyond the Dancing Flames
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Chapter 1

High upon a jagged cliff, a young girl took a step back, terror rising in her eyes.  She stood on the edge, and with one more step back she would go over it.  But, it wasn’t the cliff that she scared her.


I will not follow you…


She screamed in terror and rage as she held up her hands to cover her face from the flames that were surging towards her.  The flames went past her, touching but not burning her.  A maniacal grin spread across her face.


I broke the contract!


She flung her arms open and gently threw herself over the edge of the cliff.  As she fell, the smile still remained on her face.


I am free!


And the girl crashed to the rocks below.

~~~


Shima looked up, bored, as an old man entered the store.  He watched the old man finger the clay pots and admire an old rug. This soon lost Shima’s attention and he turned back to the book on the table before him.  Old men coming into the place to admire these so-called “treasures” were a common day sight for him, and it bored him to no end.


The store was dark and almost everything in it was a hue of brown, tan, or gray.  Tall wooden shelves lined one wall and cluttered tables stood before them, creaking under the weight of their burden.  The whole place was pretty cluttered; books, pots, rugs, and other old “artifacts” were thrown about the room.  These things weren’t really artifacts though; they were more like old possessions the people in the village no longer wanted.  The vast majority of the items sold here had been donated by either the villagers or the few travelers who passed through.  So, the store and its items represented the village.  The place smelled of dust and a heavy spice similar to cinnamon, much like the village itself.


Shima’s appearance matched the dim place.  His dark blue hair was cropped short and his skin was a dark tan.  He wore grayish tunic over a pair of dark pants.  There was a thin pair of sandals strapped across his feet.  The only thing that made him stand out was his vibrant red eyes.  That alone set him apart from the rest of the village.


“Excuse me, sir.”  Shima looked up at the old man who was now standing before him. The old man gave a friendly smile and held forward one of the many red clay pots. 

“I would like to purchase this,” he said.  Ah, another old fool!  That red pot was no more a treasure than a grain of sand in this desert!


Shima nodded his head, still pretending to be polite, and accepted the coins that stumbled from the old man’s pouch.  The old man smiled and looked upon his new treasure, admiring it, and happily left the store.  Shima watched him leave and turned back to his book. “What a weirdo…”


Shima turned to the next page in his book and his eyes lit up.  There it was, right in front of him!  He knew it was just a picture, but it felt like he could almost reach out and touch the hard, scaled…


“Shima!”  Shima growled as he was interrupted and shoved a thin piece of paper into his book. He quickly closed it and hid it in his bag.


“Were you slacking off again?” A plump woman asked as she came down the steps. In one hand she held a baby and in the other, a rolling pin. A dirty apron was tied loosely around her body.  She hit Shima hard on the head with the rolling pin. 


“I wasn’t…” Shima sighed softly and rubbed the bump forming on his head. He was pretty sure he was going to get a nice bruise because of it.  His whole head throbbed.  But, he was starting to get used to it.  He had gotten hit a lot lately.
In front of him laid open a book, but nothing like the one he was reading before.  This one contained only numbers, all in messy handwriting.  The cover of it was a coarse brown leather and the yellowed paper in it was rough and worn around the edges.


“Hurry up!  The shop is closing soon!” the woman ordered.  Shima nodded slightly and scribbled some more numbers into the book before him.  The woman watched him for a moment, then sighed and set the rolling pin down.  She took her baby up in both of her arms.


“Shima, I’m worried about you,” the woman stated and Shima glanced up at her.  He shook his head slightly and continued scribbling.  All he had to do was add the last sale for the day.  It’s not like they sold much in a day, anyways.


“I’m fine, so there’s no need to worry,” Shima replied.  He closed the book as he finished, stood up, and stretched.  He slung his bag over one shoulder and smiled. “Well, I’m off!  Thanks for everything!”


The woman glared at him slightly and waved her finger at him. “Now don’t you say that! You make it sound like you’re never coming back!  I expect you to be at work tomorrow…and this time, I expect you to be on time!”


“Alright, alright,” Shima laughed slightly as he strode out of the store and into the early evening air.  He sniffed it and the soft scent of cinnamon and dry grass met his nose.  He smiled to himself and whistled as he walked away from the antique shop.  He always loved the smell of the village…it was his home.


Shima worked in a quiet little village.  Little mud houses lined the canyon wall—some stacked upon each other and some just set on the ground. The ones above had little ladders of wood or rope leading up to them.  In the center of the town was the kirasu, or plaza.  The kirasu was actually not much of a plaza though; it was just a large square of land marked by a rug on which the villagers could rest and talk amongst each other.  Closer to the back entrance of the village were the small shops and guarding the front entrance was an arched gate.


Shima began his hard hike up the cliff’s edge.  He climbed slowly, for only thin sandals protected his feet from the rocks.  Once he reached the top, he stopped for a moment to look down at the village below him.  He could not only see the village, but also the scenery that spread beyond it.

Beyond the village was a twisted mountain path that led in and out of the cliff’s face and finally to the little village that nestled within it.  Before that stretched a desert as far as the eye could see.  The sand was occasionally broken by rocks or dry shrubbery jutting out, but it was mainly barren.


The sun was nearly set now, and Shima shivered as he felt the new coolness settle upon him.  The desert always got cool at night.  He pulled his trefan, a cloak-like garment, closer around his body and continued on down the other side of the cliff.  Half way down he stopped and crawled into a cave that was hidden behind some overgrown brush.  This was his home.


He crawled further inside and settled down quietly on the cavern floor. He lit a dim candle and the scent of cinnamon filled his cave.  He pulled out the book from his bag and flipped it open again.  The bookmark slipped from the pages to be forgotten on the floor.  He stared at the bright picture of the great, scaled beast that was spread out upon the pages before him.  His fingers ran over the foreign words and he tried to read them out loud.  They were written in strange symbols he could barely comprehend.

“Du-ra-gon…”

~~~


The soft jingle of a bell echoed off the almost empty room.  The room was thick with shadows, all except a little corner, which was illuminated by a torch.  In the corner opposite to this light crouched a shadow.


The walls of the room were built with bricks that jutted out oddly.  The floor was a cold, gray stone.  The room itself was round with an awkward break for the doorway.   The door was also made of stone, but it was covered in bolts and locks, most from the outside.  It was a dark and lonely place.


The bell jingled again and this time the shadow lifted its head.  It looked around the empty room then laid its head back upon its knees.  The bell jingled louder in response.


It is time…

~~~


The smell of smoke brought Shima awake.  He sat up quite alert and gazed around his dark cave making sure nothing had started fire.  No, there was no fire here.


Shima sat up now, more startled then before, and hurried out of his cave.  He pushed the bush aside and the smoke scent became heavier.  He scrambled up the cliff side and stood atop it and gasped.


Below him the village was burning.  He could hear frightened screams and smell the sick odor of burning flesh.  Dark figures seemed to dance gracefully against the backdrop of the flames, but he knew it was no dance.  The village was under attack and the people were in pain.


He covered his mouth in terror and tried to hide himself from the smell, but it wouldn’t leave him.  He fell to his knees and his eyes began to water against the smoke.  He began to gag on the stench, but he forced himself upright once more and started down the other side of the cliff to the village.


He tripped on a rock and tumbled down a ways; the rocks scraped the skin off his thigh to his knee in an uneven line of blood, but he ignored the pain and continued on, going as fast as his legs would carry him.  He couldn’t move very quickly, but he finally made it down to the bottom of the cliff side and to the back entrance of the village.


There, he stopped dead in his tracks.  He was too late; the screams of agony had died away along with their bellowers.  He was the only living thing now that dared trek this close to the flames.  He stared into the fire without really seeing and without really feeling.  The heat of the flames burned his skin, but he paid it no heed.  His vision was focused straight ahead.  On what? A cracked rolling pin and the body of a dead child.

~~~


The bell jingled again.  A dim light, like the rays of the sun, started to illuminate the room, but there were no windows.  The light was artificial, the prisoner knew.  Of course, for all he knew, the whole room was just an illusion, an illusion made to stop him from wasting away to certain death.  But either way, he could stand his prison no longer.


The bell sounded again and this time the prisoner slowly rose to his feet and gripped the bell hanging from his own cloak tightly.  To make a sound was to make one’s death.  He crept slowly over to the torch on the far side of the room.


Now his face was fully illuminated, and if one had been in the room with him, he would have gasped.  His hair fell to the top of his eyes in the front and was gathered neatly into a thin ponytail in the back.  It was an aqua color, considered odd in his land.  His eyes were a deep amethyst and the pupil’s resembled those of a cat, more of a thin slit than a circle.  His skin was a light tan; his figure was thin.  He was tall for his people, standing almost six feet into the air. 

The prisoner wore dark pants and a gray shirt with a black tunic over it.  A dark cloak was wrapped around his shoulders and a bell hung from the collar.  He continued to grip it tight as he made even movements, careful not to sound the alarm.  Hung loosely around his neck was a golden necklace covered in the markings of an ancient civilization.  In the middle of it was an amethyst. 


He moved more swiftly, now that the room was fully illuminated with the artificial sunlight.  The light beckoned and he did as it bid him.  He grabbed the torch from its hook on the wall and swung it in one swift motion.  The flames danced in a circle upon the air leaving a trail of smoke behind them.


It is time!

~~~


Shima slowly opened his eyes in a daze. Above him he could see the clear red sky of the desert and its rising sun, and below him he could feel the rough ground.   He stared blankly up at the sky as the clouds danced past him.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  Why was he still alive?


Shima had stood before the fire after he had spotted the rolling pin for a bit more before he himself was driven into the fire.  He had felt the heat of the flames eat away at his flesh and the smoke burn at his eyes.  His own blind fury had driven him forward and then suddenly everything had gone black.  He had thought he had died.


Yet here he was, still alive and in one piece.


Shima rolled over and watched a lizard stumble past.  Its skin, once a beautiful gold, was now brown and its eyes were red and swollen.  Even though it was blind and burned, the lizard continued on.  Shima watched it for a moment more before sitting up himself.  He couldn’t give in so easily himself.


Shima glanced around to see where he was.  He was at the base of the cliff that led to his home.  It stood about ten feet above him.  Confused, he stood up and examined himself.  He had no visible injuries besides the long mark on his leg.  He sighed softly and started the climb up to his home.


“I don’t get it…” Shima mumbled to himself as he pushed past the bush that guarded his entrance and crawled inside the dark cave.  He felt around and soon found his bag.  Not knowing what else to do, he gathered up all of his belongings and shoved them in.  As he felt around, his hand touched the bookmark he had discarded so much earlier.  He shoved it between two pages in his book and, after making sure he had everything, which wasn’t much at all, he scrambled out.


“I don’t know what to do,” Shima said softly to himself.  It was the truth.  He had nowhere else to go.  Would he have to live the rest of his life as a wandering hermit?  He sure hoped not.  His only wish in life was for a true home.


Shima gave his cave one last look before he trudged up the side of the cliff.  He knew where he could go.  A small smirk crossed his face.  But would he have the guts and strength to get there?

~~~


The prisoner continued to do his dance with the flame, one hand securely clasped to his bell and the other one wielding the torch.  The flames painted symbols and pictures across the air, leaving a smoky reminder behind them. The prisoner spun the flames in a tight circle, like a baton, and a dark circle of smoke formed.


Then suddenly the prisoner dropped the torch as if it had burned him.  It fell to the ground and as it echoed off the wall, the fire faded from its tip and it returned back to its original form.  On the floor beneath was a dark scorch mark.


The prisoner pulled a small knife from his sleeve and used it to cut open the skin on his arm.  With the blood that now started to spill, he began to paint an intricate design around the dark scorch mark.  He painted symbols in an order that he knew by heart, and as a frame to the scorch.  Soon he finished the first ring and drew a circle around that before he went on to the second ring of symbols.  When that was completed, he drew two more circles around it.  Then he stood up and gazed down at his creation.  He felt a little dizzy, but he shook it off.


The man glared down at the mark and bit his finger as if something wasn’t right about it.  He tore a piece of his cloak off and quickly wrapped it around his arm in an effort to save the precious essence of his life.


He growled slightly as he finished tending to his wounds.  He looked down in frustration at the magic circle before him.


Something wasn’t right.


Time is running out!

The prisoner ignored the hissing voice in his head and knelt down by the magic circle.  He looked up at the ray of fake sunlight just inches away and almost smiled.  He waited patiently for the light to hit the center of his drawing, and once it did, he jumped back to his feet.  He pulled his hands together tightly and began forming different figures with them.  


Hurry!

~~~


Shima gasped suddenly as he felt a searing pain in his arm.  He looked down at it, but there was only untouched skin there.  It had felt like someone had slit down the length of it.  Despite the fact that there was no visible damage and that Shima had assured his body there was nothing there, the pain continued to linger and torment him as he climbed down the path leading away from the village.  He had passed the arched gate about ten minutes ago, but his pace had slowed because of the pain in his leg and now the pain in his arm.


“Damn it all!” Shima growled as he struggled down the winding path.  His bag was heavy against his shoulder and smacked his leg every time he took a step.  A small bruise was forming on his thigh because of it.


After another twenty minutes of this painful hike, Shima reached the end of the path and stepped out into the desert.  The morning was young, so the temperature hadn’t risen above seventy.  He tugged at the tall collar of his shirt and continued out into the sand.  He knew once he started walking he would have to keep going until he found a shadowed place to rest under.


Shima stumbled a bit as the bright light met his face.  The sun was peeking over the horizon, and at the angle from it at which he stood, it still managed to glare in his eyes.  He pulled the hood of his trefan over his eyes and started forward once more.


“I wonder what I’ll find.” Shima’s heart almost skipped a beat at his excitement.  He has always wanted to go on an adventure, but he never thought it would cost him the lives of the village he had called home.  He felt a little guilty.  He hadn’t been able to save them.


“I…” Shima almost stopped walking, but he forced himself to continue.  A grim look now spread across his face.  “I do this for them as well as for myself.”

~~~


The prisoner fell to his knees panting.  He had done it, now all that was left to do was wait and see if it worked.  He sat back and stared at the symbol on the floor.  He shut his eyes tightly and prayed that it had worked.  If it hadn’t—

Suddenly the ground began to shake.  The prisoner jumped to his feet and ran over to the wall that had once held the torch.  He grabbed onto the hook tightly and watched as the floor beneath him started to crumble away.  He fixed his feet against the wall the best he could, and hung on for his life.


The prisoner relaxed a bit when the ground stopped trembling and the floor had completely disappeared from beneath his feet.  He slowly slid his foot down until it came to rest on a brick of the wall that stuck out just a little further.  He slid down to it and his hand grabbed onto the brick that had been his last foothold.


Did you finish?  Hurry.  I’ll meet you at the bottom.


The prisoner heaved himself down to another ledge and repeated the same process as he did before.  He was very careful as he climbed, one wrong step and he would fall to his death.  He slowly slid down a little further as each second passed.


The prisoner heaved himself lower and used his foot to feel for another foothold.  He found it, but it wasn’t quite what he had hoped for.  The minute his foot was securely on it, it crumbled.  The prisoner reached for the brick above him, but he missed.  He lost his footing and stumbled down.


Help! He screamed inside his mind, though knowing he would not get any.  He closed his eyes tightly and tumbled away into the darkness.

~~~


Shima stumbled and fell down, face first into the sand.  He sat up and spit the sand from his mouth.  This definitely wasn’t the way he expected a hero to start out on a great adventure.  He sighed softly and pulled himself to his feet.


Suddenly, Shima’s hands hurt, and he glared down at them to see what was wrong, but there was nothing unusual about them.  He cursed slightly under his breath and continued on trying to ignore the new onset of pain.  At least the pain in his leg had died away, but his arm still hurt like crazy.


Shima moved along and his speed picked up.  His mouth was starting to get dry and the heat was starting to rise.  He groaned in annoyance and pulled his cloak open just enough to keep him cool, yet at the same time protecting him from the sun.  


Suddenly he felt like the floor beneath him had vanished and as if he was stumbling down into darkness.  He panted slightly and hit himself in the head trying to get rid of the feeling, but it wouldn’t go away.  He wanted to cry out for help, but he knew it would do no good.  He sank into the sand and gripped his head tightly.


“What is this?!” Shima cried out.  Then as suddenly as it had started the feeling vanished.  He blinked slightly then stood up carefully and tested the ground.  All appeared as it should be.  What exactly was going on…?

~~~


The prisoner continued to fall for a few more seconds until a string of magic reached out and caught him.  It pulled him into the secret tunnel in the wall.  He landed with a thud and took a deep breath.


I thought I told you not to fall!  That wasn’t part of our plan!


The prisoner looked over at the angry beast standing next to him.  It was about the size of a cat, but with a slightly longer body.  Its fur was gold and two small wings sprouted from its back.  It had two little emerald eyes and two cat-like ears.  Its tail was long and bushy, resembling a weasel’s more than a cat’s, and the tip of it was violet.  On the top of its head were two antennae, and on the top of them were gold balls outlined in violet.  Hanging beside its tail were two string-like things that had a gold and violet feather at their ends.


Sorry.  The prisoner climbed to his feet slowly then glanced around them.  Where should we go now?

What a stupid question!  We follow this tunnel until we reach the end.  It should lead right out into that desert.


The feline creature narrowed its eyes at him then scurried along the tunnel.  The prisoner sighed and hurried on after it.


Make one more screw up like that, Naraku, and you’ll be looking towards your enemies for safety.

~~~


Shima stopped dead in his tracks and stared at the oasis in front of him.  Was he just imagining this, or was it really there?  He knelt beside it and gently dipped his hand in the water.  It felt real enough, but then again, almost every miuni would.  That was, after all, how mirages usually were.  Was this what the villagers had meant when they spoke of a miuni, or was it the real deal?


“You can stare at it all day, boy, but it won’t make a difference.”  Shima looked up to see his boss standing there.  He jumped in surprise.


“What are you so surprised about?  Did you think all of us would die in that fire?” The woman smiled slightly and took Shima up in her arms.  “I thought I had lost you, too…”


“Shimura…” Shima said her name gently as he pulled away and looked up at her.  Her eyes were filled with tears.


“It was horrible, dear!  They took my baby…” Shimura broke out into tears.  Shima put an arm around her comfortingly.  She sobbed into his chest.  Shima bit his lip hard; he hadn’t done anything to stop the attackers!  He had been as useless as always.


“Watch out!” he heard a voice cry out.  He looked away to see where it came from, but he left himself wide open.  The giant lizard that had disguised itself with illusion magic attacked him.


Shima didn’t have time to think.  The lizard pulled back and sunk its teeth into Shima’s arm, or at least tried to.  The man who had called out to him took the blow for him.  The man and the giant lizard went rolling away from Shima in a giant heap of dust.


“Naraku!  Don’t get yourself killed,” A little furry thing called out as it sprang from the sand. It watched Naraku and the monster fight and sighed.


Shima grimaced slightly as he felt a sharp pain cut through his arm.  He was starting to get used to the odd pains that he felt for no visible reason.


“Anya, you worry too much!” Naraku managed to get out while wrestling with the giant lizard.  The lizard lashed out at him again, and this time got him right across the cheek with its tongue.  The wound bubbled a little as blood dripped out of it.


Shima felt a sharp pain cut across his cheek the moment the scratch was put on Naraku’s face.  He gasped slightly and looked over at Naraku once more.  Exactly who or what was that man…?


Naraku summoned a ball of fire to his hands and, with it, burnt the lizard to death.  It howled with pain before it died and sunk its teeth into Naraku’s back.  Then it fell silent and loosened its grip.  Shima winced as another sharp pain crossed his back.  That pain had been much more painful than the others.


“Naraku!  Are you alright?” Anya screamed as she hurriedly scampered over to her fallen companion.  Naraku smiled weakly and nodded his head.


Shima stood there and watched the two, astonished.  Never before had he seen such an odd looking, yet so beautiful, man.  And never before had he seen any animal that even closely resembled the one that stood by the man; and it even had the power of speech!  Of course, he hadn’t understood a word that had been shouted during the battle.


Shima slowly walked over to the two strangers and stopped when he stood before them.  Anya looked up at him and glared slightly.


“Look what you did!  If you hadn’t been stupid and fallen into the hands of that Irakugara, Naraku never would have gotten hurt!”  Anya snapped at him.  He blinked at her.


<<I’m sorry your friend got hurt.  I thank you for saving me, though>> Shima replied not really sure if that was the correct answer.  Anya just stared back at him blankly.


“Anya, he doesn’t speak our language, it would appear.  I’m sure he didn’t mean any harm.  By the looks of it, he is one of the people who lived on the other side of the desert,” Naraku replied.  He coughed heavily as the Irakugara’s poison (Irakugara were poisonous lizards) started to take effect.


“Naraku!  I’ll go and get you some Ferengyun leaves!  Just stay here and I’ll be right back!”  Anya stated as she turned to leave.  She stopped before Shima.  “Stay with him.”  She motioned towards Naraku with her paw.  Shima nodded slightly and sat down beside Naraku.  Once Anya was sure it would be okay, she went off to look for the leaves.


<<I’m sorry>> Shima said softly not thinking Naraku would understand him, but Naraku set a hand gently on his check.  Shima’s face flushed.


What’s this feeling? Shima thought to himself.  His heart was racing and all the pain he had felt was suddenly gone.  He looked down at Naraku with wide eyes.


“Can I borrow your lap?” Naraku asked weakly.  He motioned with his hands the best he could.  Shima blinked slightly and nodded.  Naraku set his head in Shima’s lap.


<<I’m really sorry…>> Shima apologized again.  This time Naraku reached out and squeezed his hand slightly.  He gave the boy a weak smile.


The sun was setting when Anya returned with the Ferengyun leaves in her mouth.  She brought them over to Naraku, and with Shima’s help, he was able to eat them.  After he had been given treatment, Shima helped Naraku walk as they went in search of shelter for the night.  They found a nearby cave and Anya led them inside.  There she used her magic to build a fire to help keep Naraku warm, and Shima gave up his blanket to the injured man. 

“Anya,” Anya pointed to herself as she was trying to communicate with Shima.  Shima nodded his head slightly.


<<Shima>> Shima replied and pointed to himself.  Anya nodded her head and pointed to Naraku. 


“Naraku.”


<<Anya>> Shima stated as he pointed at Anya to make sure he got it right then he pointed at Naraku. <<Naraku>>


“Shima, hungry?” Anya asked.  She offered Shima a piece of the giant lizard Naraku had killed earlier.


<<Hungry>> Shima stated and took the meat, “Hun-ga-ry.”


“Anya, don’t treat him like an idiot,” Naraku stated.  He rolled over and watched Shima eat.


“I’m not!  I’m trying to teach him our language and pick up a little of his!” Anya defended herself.


“How old do you think this kid is?” Naraku asked as Shima noticed the staring.  Shima turned away slightly.


“By looks, I’d guess about twenty,” Anya stated, then changed her mind, “But the desert makes you grow up faster.  So maybe fourteen?”


“Too bad he’s so young,” Naraku stated.  He rolled back over on his side. “I’m going to sleep.”


“All right, old man,” Anya snickered slightly.


“Hey, twenty-two isn't that old!”  Naraku snapped then grumbled something under his breath.  He pulled the blanket up to his chin and within minutes he was asleep.


<<I’m making trouble, aren’t I?>> Shima asked, not really expecting an answer.  Anya glanced at him and shook her head slightly.


“Don’t worry, Shima.  It’s time to get some rest.” 


Anya stretched her body and circled around until she found a comfortable spot among the rocks.  She curled into a tight little ball and slowly drifted off to sleep.  Shima stood as a silent guard until she was finally asleep.


He sighed softly and pulled his bag from his shoulder.  He shifted it around and made it into an uneven pillow.  He slowly laid his head against it and stared at the flickering flames before him.


<<So much fire…>> he muttered as he buried his face into his mock pillow.  He had never thought that the element he had relied on all his life would become that which he hates the most.  He screwed his eyes tight and tried to block the images away.  After what seemed like forever, he fell into a broken sleep.
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