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Chapter 1
Instruction and Frustration
 
 
Seth’s mind wandered as he walked, his chestnut hair bobbing slightly with each step, his matching eyes staring straight ahead at nothing in particular. He matched the leisurely strides of the gray robed man before him, being easily a few inches taller than the old magician. He could sense Sara at his side, staring at him from time to time, her raven-colored hair cascading down her shoulders and her amber eyes boring into his skull, wondering what it was that kept him so silent. However, for the moment Seth was lost to the little woman whom he loved more than life itself.
Seth pondered all that had happened over the last few weeks and, as he did, he noticed a peculiar trend that set his nerves a bit on edge. Too many things had happened supposedly by chance, but without those specific occurrences, his current situation would have inevitably changed. Seth knew that some might call these peculiarities fate, or others might simply call them coincidence, but Seth’s own subconscious warned him of some other unseen factor at play in the happenings of his life. Though he hoped himself only paranoid, he could not help but rifle through his memories going back to the beginning of where the oddities seemingly began.
Seth had been born in Vineleaf, a small, self-sufficient community at the base of the Rancore Mountains, but that was basically where the normalcy of his life ended. Just weeks before, the night prior to his leaving home for the first time, his father had admitted to Seth a great secret which not only his parents but also the entire community had kept from him since birth. Though born on the same night as his supposed brother Garret, the two were not in fact twins. Nor were Seth’s alleged parents his true ones. Seth had been born to an unnamed woman who had found shelter at his foster-family's inn during a blizzard that had raged down the mountain the same night his brother was born to a different woman. Much to his foster-parents’ dismay, the woman had fled after giving birth to Seth. 
Left all alone, Seth was taken in by the family and raised not only as their own child, but as the twin to their very own son, with whom Seth shared a remarkable resemblance. Although it was an act of great kindness, compassion and love, Seth found the event quite bizarre. He could not help but wonder if he did in fact have another family entirely out there somewhere. But in truth that singular revelation had been only the first in a series of more than coincidental occurrences as of late.
Seth and his brother had left their home the very next morning, with Ashton, another boy who had heeded the call of the kingdom to attend The Choosing ceremony. Ashton was a kind, even-tempered young man with a childlike face, blonde hair and blue eyes whose lanky frame showed a life of study. He was a practiced healer more educated in the subjects of gods and magic than either of the twins. Sharing the road, their supplies and stories of their lives built a quick friendship between the three, which seemed a normal enough occurrence. However, when they arrived in Stone Haven, and a bar fight had broken out at the inn they attended, Ashton called upon the power of the goddess he served and miraculously healed a badly injured man. This miracle brought the trio unwanted attention the next morning, and feeling uncomfortable, they decided to eat their breakfast outside the inn. This was where Seth met the woman who would become the love of his life. This too felt like more than a mere coincidence to Seth, thus he continued his line of thought further.
Sara was a small, fragile, beautiful creature in Seth’s eyes. Her milky skin, in stark contrast to her raven hair, set something inside Seth ablaze with passion and desire, yet her deep amber eyes soothed him to the soul and made him feel more capable than he otherwise felt. Sara, however, saw herself as the worthless daughter of a whore, who had been left indebted to the owner of the brothel in which she was raised. She was abused and mistreated. Bloodied, Sara had wandered into the street that very morning and been seen by the three boys eating outside the inn. Something inside Seth had clicked into place upon seeing Sara for the first time, and against his usually somewhat timid nature, he had stepped up to defend the cowering woman, freeing her from the drunken man who abused her both physically and mentally. Falling for Sara with all his being, Seth swore to himself to make her whole once more, and to protect her at all costs. Yet another coincidental meeting that had forever changed the course of his life. Seth was seriously beginning to doubt there was any possibility that it was all merely chance.
Next came a series of events that both played on that previous meeting with Sara, the encounter with Ashton before that, and the meeting with yet another person who was so entwined in Seth’s supposed fate it was ludicrous. As the now four companions traveled, Sara, unaccustomed to walking in her new boots, had slowed them down substantially and in doing so made their journey longer. This had forced the four to stay in a natural shelter formed by some massive stones leaning precariously upon one another. During the night, in the concealment of sheer darkness, they were then attacked by the sole surviving goblin of a raiding party that had been hunted down and slain. Seth had acted to protect Sara, as he had sworn himself to do. In doing so he had received a wound that could have easily killed him had it not been for the new, chance friendship with the healer Ashton. Having protected Sara, Seth allowed her to ultimately deal a damaging blow to the goblin that was then struck down by his supposed twin Garret. Here the web thickened further. If Sara had not been present, Seth could have openly attacked the goblin, but likely would have still been injured. Yet it was Sara who had landed the blow that ultimately led to the creature being felled. However, if Seth and Garret had not befriended Ashton, Seth would have died of his wounds. What was more, due to killing the goblin and Seth’s injury, the four were forced to stay in their makeshift cave. Leaving to hunt and gather some food for their extended stay, Garret was approached by Sirus, a Knight of Valdadore, who it turned out had been tracking the very goblin who had attacked them. Impressed by the youth's deeds, the knight Sirus rewarded them with more coin than any of them had ever seen at once, allowing them to make up for lost time by renting horses and speed the remainder of their trip to the castle city of Valdadore. That particular event held so many interwoven threads of connectivity even Seth had a hard time of working out all the oddities within his memory. It was seriously almost too much to ignore, and yet there was still more.
Seth continued in a near trance, recalling the myriad of details of the previous weeks that led him to this outcome. The four companions had arrived at the castle city of Valdadore upon rented imperial mounts of the like that only those in the king’s court or the king’s personal guards rode. Returning the mounts to a stable within the city, the four were directed to an inn owned by none other than the knight Sirus himself, who also turned out to be the commander of the Knights of Valdadore. Still in service to the king, it was the knight’s own wife, Sasha, a woman of immense beauty and voluptuous curves, who managed the impressive inn. 
Arriving with several days to spare due to the speed of their unlikely mounts, Seth and his companions had explored the city and discovered Temple Row. Visiting each of the temples there, Seth ultimately had found the last temple dedicated to Ishanya, hidden between larger, more impressive temples. Ishanya, it seemed, was a goddess of little renown, and Seth met her sole follower remaining among humanity. It was there the goddess had spoken to him, asking for his service. Untrusting of the gods, Seth had ignored the goddess's plea, but still resulted in gaining Borrik, the goddess’s last and only priest as his loyal follower and servant. Borrik had then bestowed every volume of information he could find about the gods to Seth, which resulted in Seth distrusting the gods even further. The following days passed as Seth and Sara studied the lore they had gathered, and made ample use of their time together to strengthen their love and affection for one another. 
Seth, rifling through his recollections could not believe that up until this point he had not noticed how precise each of these encounters had been. It was as if each step he took better prepared him for the very next one, strengthening his allegiances or leading him to question things he had never before fathomed.
Then the day of The Choosing ceremony arrived. It was a day of the like that Seth would never forget. On arrival, all hopes were immediately dashed of Seth escaping being consigned to the army, as each of those attending was quickly armored and equipped for battle as if they would immediately march off to war. Much to his dismay, however, the intentions of arming those who had come to serve the kingdom were much worse than Seth had assumed on his own. As soon as all gathered had donned their armor and weapons, they were commanded not to march out and fight some foe, united under one banner, but instead they were ordered to slaughter one another in a blood sport designed to weed out the weaker of their peers, revealing who was worthy of the army and who was not. Though disgusted by the thought of slaughtering his own kind, Seth was forced into the fray by his own loyalties to his brother, Garret. Wanting to remain with both Garret and Sara, Seth fought on through the ensuing battle until he himself was felled, causing Garret to go berserk. In a rage born of bloodlust, his foster-twin laid waste to all remaining upon the field. It wasn’t until Garret approached Sara, the only other survivor of the battle, as if to slaughter her as well that Seth, stealing the blessed power of the healer that mended his own wounds, unleashed a spell that cast both Garret and Sara upon the ground, breaking the grip of the savagery that had overtaken Garret. 
Once again Seth had saved Sara’s life. Garret had been the champion of the bloodied battle, and as Seth recovered from the wounds he had sustained, many of those who had gathered for the ceremony, but who had not lasted long in the fray that followed, were already being divided up into groups and led off the field for whatever stations they were chosen for. But it was the short ceremony following Seth’s recovery that oozed with peculiar twists of fate that were just too much to be mere coincidence.
Seth and his three companions had stood in a line formed of all those who had excelled in the battle, though not all were being chosen for the same duties. The four watched as the procession of king's delegates worked ever down the line, growing nearer and nearer to them. At their head, the commander of the Knights of Valdadore, Sirus himself, spoke to all who remained and were being chosen for their future stations in life. Impressed with the four companions’ slaughter of the goblin upon the road to the north, and further impressed by their survival in the battle that same day, Sirus used his station to further his own purposes. Though Seth knew not the knight’s reasons for his actions, it was through Sirus that Garret's dream was more than realized. Instead of being conscripted into the army of Valdadore, Seth’s brother had been given the honor of joining the ranks of the most elite of troops at the king’s disposal. Garret had been chosen to join the ranks of the fabled Knights of Valdadore themselves. 
Sadly, Seth could not blindly follow upon his brother's heels. Not wanting to spill blood with his bare hands, Seth refused the Sirus’s offer to join the Knights of Valdadore so that he could stay with Garret. After questioning back and forth it was decided that Seth join Judilanthaliz, a mix-bred man of elf and human who led the gray-robed magicians, known as guardians or shields, to wield defensive magic to help protect the soldiers in battle. It was a station fairly well suited for Seth, his natural instincts being to protect others, but it was a station where Sara could not follow him, having no gift for magic herself. But lo and behold, for his own reasons, the knight commander Sirus was able to place Sara under the same care of Judilanthaliz, where she would act as his messenger and assistant. 
Although Seth was relieved at this turn of events, even now as he wandered as if in a trance, he could not help but wonder at the implications it had. Seth had been given the option to stay with his brother, which he had previously hoped to do, but had ultimately declined the offer. Yet in doing so, Sirus had managed to place both Seth and Sara together. Before he knew it Seth was following Judilanthaliz back through the courtyards of the castle grounds, walking beside Sara. His own brother had been led away in a different direction by the commander of the Knights of Valdadore himself, accompanied by a dwarf. 
So it was with this odd chain of interwoven supposed coincidences that Seth began to watch the world from a new perspective, looking for inconsistencies or chance encounters that seemed unlikely, but would change his path forever. Seth could almost feel the cunning plans of a god unwinding before him.
 



*****
 
Garret and the dwarf Zorbin followed Lord Sirus across the courtyard to the southeast. The head of the Knights of Valdadore led them down the many stone levels back towards the outer wall of the castle. Sirus was a tall man and appeared to be in his early to mid-forties. His fiery red hair was cropped just below his jaw and fell evenly on either side of his head, and he wore a beard and mustache that he kept well-trimmed. He was nearly the same height as Garret though much thicker of muscle, and though he was more than double Garret’s age, the knight’s pace was a quick one that Garret struggled to match. Sirus walked with purpose and Garret noticed that the stout dwarf was forced into a jog to keep up. 
They passed quickly between all the varying spires and towers and came once again to face the immense stone wall that surrounded the castle’s grounds. At the southeastern corner, there stood a long, rectangular building made of the same stone as every other structure within the castle. It was only a couple stories tall and had windows at regular intervals along its length. Directly in the middle of the building stood a massive wooden door that was reinforced with blackened iron braces. The crest of the Knights of Valdadore was also upon the door in the form of a brightly polished plaque. As they neared the building, Sirus slowed his pace and eventually stopped and turned to face both Garret and Zorbin.
“This is your new home men, at least for now while you are in training. This is where all the knights live whilst they are in the city, though most are now with the armies to the south. Garret, you may come with me. Zorbin, go and fetch your mount from the city stables and bring it here. I will have a stall prepared for him when you arrive.” Sirus gave his instructions quickly and turned again to begin walking anew.
Garret now walked beside Sirus as they approached the massive wooden door to the building. Fortunately for Garret, Sirus now walked at a normal pace making it easier to keep up.
“Garret, I am happy with your decision to join our ranks. If I have assessed you correctly you shall make a powerful addition to the Knights of Valdadore. I am afraid, however, your training will only consist of the necessities as a war is about to start in the south and before it does, I will be needing to return to my men there. I hope to have you ready by that time so that you can accompany me. The same goes for Zorbin Ironfist. You first must learn all you can about the gift you possess as well as swear your soul’s allegiance to Gorandor. Then we will do weapons training until such time that our mighty god sees fit to bless you with his power. When you are blessed, and I feel certain you will be, I shall teach you to master control of the gift. Once you are able to wield it without hesitation, and without thought, when it is second nature, then we will leave the city. You and Zorbin have many long days and weeks ahead of you, perhaps even months if we are lucky. We will be training hard in the days to come, so prepare yourself for little sleep, sore muscles and a weary mind. I have already asked Karishtala to send us one of her healers so that we may train you beyond your normal physical limits. Though I know not what lays ahead for you, Garret the Hunter, I can promise you this. You will be well versed in all the weapons I am familiar with. You will be in top physical condition, able to fight for days without rest or food. Gorandor willing, you will be blessed with a great gift of power and you will be trained to wield it as best as I am able to.” 
Sirus gave Garret a moment for the words to sink in before he continued. “You and the dwarf have come at a crucial time, Garret. The knights only number eleven at this time. With you and Zorbin we will make thirteen. Two men might not sound like much, but two knights can sway a battle in our favor. Zorbin will return momentarily I presume, so we will wait to enter until he arrives. In the meantime, perhaps you can tell me what you know of the knights and Gorandor’s gifts.” 
“First I would like to ask a question, if you don’t mind.” Garret waited for Sirus’s nod of approval before continuing. “I realize you are the head of the knights, as well as a lord. You also are now my instructor, so what title should I call you by?” Garret asked unsure of what to call the man as to not offend him.
“Titles mean little to me, Garret, and so you shall simply call me Sirus. Though I am indeed the sworn leader of the knights, we hold no ranks amongst each other. We are all equals, we are all brothers,” Sirus said with a twinkle in his eye and a grin on his lips.
“Well then, I suppose I will try and answer your question,” responded Garret. “I have seen very little of the knights to be honest. Our meeting upon the road was my first encounter. A few days ago, I watched through the eastern gate as two knights fought each other. I got to see them in their blessed form, and also witnessed them changing back to their normal size. That is all I really know but Ashton has told me that Gorandor’s blessings vary a little, though all of his gifts are for battle. I am afraid I am quite uneducated on the subject.”
“So you got to witness the transformation on the sparring field then? The knights you saw were Jordin and myself. Our blessings, like the king’s, are blessings of size and strength, which is common among the knights. Eight of us share the same blessing at present to varying degrees. We are fairly evenly matched, Jordin and I. When in our blessed forms, Jordin is smaller than me but we are equal in strength. My only advantage when sparring with him is my size. Being bigger gives me a longer reach,” Sirus told Garret. 
“When you change from normal size to giant size, how is it that your armor and weapons change too?” Garret asked.
“Good question. As with all of the gifts, our power is given by our god and flows through us into the world. We then mold it to our purpose as best as we are able, within the limits the god has set upon his blessing. As long as I am in contact with something, I can shift its size along with my own when I make the transformation. The more items I shift, the more power I consume from Gorandor and the more I have to concentrate upon focusing the gift. Sometimes, when it is needed, I shift upon my mount allowing us to travel great distances quickly. But when you are in a battle, you need to be able to focus on your surroundings so it is best to shift the fewest items possible so that your concentration is not divided too severely. Does that answer your question?” Sirus asked, hoping he hadn’t missed any details.
“Yes, I think I understand it quite well now,” Garret stated in earnest. “What other blessings do the knights have in their arsenal at present?”
“Another good question, Garret. I think your training will go smoothly if I judge your mind correctly. Well, there are three others among us who each have unique blessings from Gorandor. The first of whom is Malik. The best way I can describe his gift without you actually witnessing it is to tell you that he can split. Malik has the ability to duplicate himself several times, and his conscious is present within each copy of himself. He can form two, four and even eight exact replicas of himself to perform great feats in battle. The more times he splits, though, the more concentration is required so he usually stops at four. It is a great blessing to be had. Though he does not possess the strength greater than a single man, imagine if you will, eight men fighting with a single mind with no need of communication. Men can train together to learn each other’s fighting styles and learn to act as a unit, but Malik can face multiple foes by himself and work with such perfect precision that no force of equal numbers has a chance to best him. His ability is great on the battlefield but often Malik is used for another purpose. Imagine if you will a sprawling battlefield, where all of us knights fight on different fronts, where we cannot communicate our needs to one another. Message runners are often targets for archers, but Malik can split to join several of us on the field simultaneously and can relay information instantaneously. That, Garret, is a great gift in a war. The drawback is that this ability comes at a cost. If any of his duplicates is injured, they all are injured, and Malik feels the pain multiplied.” Sirus watched Garret’s face before continuing, seeing that his young new friend was indeed imagining such a scenario.
“I hope I can see that soon. It’s not too hard to imagine, being that I am a twin, but Seth and I are two different people. It will be interesting to see eight of the same person,” Garret remarked, still imagining what it would look like.
“Next up would be Philip,” Sirus continued “He is not much older than you, Garret, as he was chosen at the last ceremony two years ago. Philip’s blessing is one of speed. He can move so fast that you can hardly even see him. It is a great gift, again very useful on the field of battle, but as with all gifts it comes with limitations. Philip’s training was so painful we had to have an entire staff of clerics here at all times. You see, each of us has to learn our own limitations, and none of us before had seen a gift like Philip’s and so none of us were able to help him to establish his limits. Philip can move at amazing speeds, but it is very dangerous. He has to gradually build his momentum or else he can injure himself. Fortunately his gift also allows him to heal quickly, if not he probably would not have survived his training. You see if Philip were to jump or start running at full speed from a dead stop, the force and speed of his movements would tear his muscles and break his bones. He has to plan well ahead and gradually change his pace. In battle he has to predetermine every impact of his blade. If he were to strike a blow at full speed to a shield or someone’s armor, he would likely shatter his arm and possibly his shoulder. But don’t think that his constraints make him weaker than the rest of us. In sparring Philip is a very formidable foe. He can anticipate and dodge nearly any blow you launch at him. He too can attack and retreat before you even know what hit you. He is no less intimidating than myself in battle, though we usually use him to ambush the enemy. With the gift that Philip possesses, he can make an enemy believe they are facing a large force when in truth he is the only one attacking them. He is young so he likes to tease and torment his foes a bit, but I think eventually he will grow out of that,” Sirus said with a smile, remembering something from the past that amused him. “That only leaves Horace. His is a gift of two parts. Horace has strength more than that of a single man, though it is not enough to match the strength of those of us blessed with size shifting. He too has a special sight, not with his eyes but with his mind. He describes it as being able to see what will happen only a few seconds before it does actually happen. Horace lives every moment of his life twice, so to speak. He knows always what is about to happen if it directly affects him. It works like this. Horace sees in his mind an arrow striking him in the chest. He steps to the side, then watches as the arrow flies past him. Horace only gets injured by choice. If he has no other options, he will choose to take the blow that deals him the least damage. He is an amazing asset in battle, and a royal pain in the ass on the sparring field,” Sirus grinned. “Horace is the only one of the knights to best me in battle,” he added, explaining his humor.
“That is amazing,” Garret stated simply. “I hope I too am blessed with a gift as useful as the rest of you.”
Garret and Sirus stood in front of the massive wooden doors to the home of the Knights of Valdadore. They were both thinking silently when they heard a loud thundering coming across the courtyard. They each turned to see what they assumed to be a horse approaching and looked on in wonder as Zorbin rounded the corner on his heavily armored mount. The dwarf rode a beast unlike any other the knight or Garret had ever seen before. As Zorbin thundered up to them, they stared at the animal bearing the dwarf in a mix of shock and amazement.
“Gentlemen, I would like to introduce you to Xanth,” Zorbin said in his deep guttural voice as he reined in his mount.
The beast appeared to be a giant wolf, though it was hard to tell with all the armor it wore. Bright intelligent blue eyes beamed out of a slit in the beast’s helm. The top of the helm was fashioned to fit tightly to the animal’s head leaving only two holes for its gray, pointed ears. The helm was hinged at the jaw which now fell open in a canine-like grin revealing two rows of razor sharp teeth. The armor covered nearly every inch of the beast. At the joints it was layered in plates, allowing the animal to move freely without restriction. The saddle was not so much a saddle as it was the back plate of the animal’s armor fashioned with a seat and handles. The entire suit of armor was made with dwarven precision. It was a gift of the dwarves to fashion armor unlike that produced by the rest of the races of man. Theirs was lightweight, tempered to be stronger than any other. Though this example was crafted for an animal, no detail was forgotten. The beast’s head, neck and shoulders were covered in spikes and its paws were encased in giant armored claws. It looked terrifying yet the dwarf sat easily upon it as he let the humans inspect his mount.
“He is amazing,” Garret remarked. “Is he a wolf?” he then asked to make sure of his assumption.
“Yes, he is indeed,” Zorbin answered. “He is the son of a pack leader of one of the great mountain Dire-wolf packs. He has been my friend since childhood, and if it is acceptable to the knights, I should wish for him to stay at my side instead of in the stables. Besides, horses tend to not like him much,” Zorbin added with a smirk.
“He is welcome to stay with you so long as he does not hinder your training,” Sirus stated. Next he addressed the wolf. “And it is an honor to meet you, Xanth.” Much to Sirus’s and Garret’s surprise, the wolf nodded once and lowered his head in respect, snapping his jaw shut as he did.
“He understands what we are saying?” Garret asked, amazed.
“He does not so much understand our words as he does our meaning and intentions,” Zorbin replied.
“He is indeed a magnificent animal,” Sirus said. “Let’s go inside and get you two settled in, and let Xanth get out of his armor so that he might relax. The two of you begin your training tonight.”
 
Sirus turned and quickly pulled one of the massive doors open. He led them inside the building and allowed the door to swing shut upon its hinges. Zorbin dismounted and he and Garret followed Sirus through the building to the right with Xanth on their heels. The first room was a simple room lined with wooden tables and chairs. Passing through that, they entered a hall down which Sirus pointed out a small library, their tactical planning room, an armory equipped with a forge, much to the delight of Zorbin, and several small rooms each with a bed and desk. Some of the rooms had plaques on the doors with the name of the knight to whom it belonged, but most stood empty and so unmarked. Sirus let them choose their rooms and he waited while they unburdened themselves of their packs and also as Zorbin unstrapped Xanth’s armor and laid it carefully upon the floor.
“If you would like, Zorbin, I will have a rack crafted for Xanth’s armor and have it delivered tomorrow,” Sirus suggested as he watched the care with which Zorbin handled it.
“If it is not too much trouble,” the dwarf replied in his rumbling voice.
“No trouble at all. Anything that makes your stay here easier, just let me know and I will see to it that your needs are met as promptly as possible,” Sirus stated earnestly. “I will let Garret tell you the details later, but I shall inform you now that your training is to be accelerated, for I am afraid that we do not have sufficient time to follow a more relaxed schedule.”
Now that the wolf was free of his armor, the great beast stretched his muscles and shook himself until his matted fur no longer clung to his skin. He was indeed an amazing creature. His coat shifted from black at his feet to bright silver on his back. His face too was black with a silver mask around his bright blue eyes. He was a mass of muscle and fur, and he stood regal and proud before Sirus who openly admired the animal.
“Let’s get the three of you fed before you begin, shall we?” Sirus asked them, and without waiting for a response, he turned and began walking back down the hall in the direction they had come. 
Garret and Zorbin quickly fell in step behind the man and Xanth padded along some distance behind them. Leading them back to the entrance room of the building, Sirus told them they could seat themselves at any of the tables and he would return momentarily. Garret and Zorbin sat side by side at the nearest table, and while they waited, Garret relayed to the dwarf all he had learned of the knights only a short while ago. They spoke openly, telling each other of their homes prior to the ceremony, and Zorbin related his tale of how he met Xanth and how they had grown up together as much brothers as was possible for a man and a beast. He too told Garret that upon reaching maturity, he had crafted the armor for the wolf for he hoped to one day join the Knights of Valdadore, though this, he stated, was considered an oddity among dwarves. Garret then decided to tell his tale of their journey to Valdadore, of how they had met Ashton and Sara and had formed friendships that had endured their trials throughout their journey, and this was the first time the four of them had been separated. 
As Garret finished his shortened narration, he couldn’t help but wonder for what purpose his brother and Sara had been chosen. He was happy the two of them had been able to stay together, though he also was disappointed his twin’s path was not the same as his own. It was these thoughts that Garret mulled over when the door Sirus had departed through opened once again and he strode into the room leading three women who each carried a covered platter. Sirus seated himself across the table from Garret and Zorbin. Two of the three women placed their platters on the table before Garret and Zorbin, and the third placed hers on the floor at the end of the table. When all three were in position, the women removed the covers simultaneously and turned and left the room carrying the covers with them. Both Garret and Zorbin’s platters were covered with bread and cheese and a steaming bowl of stew. One of the platters could have easily fed them both, but Sirus assured them they would need their energy and told them to eat until they could eat no more. The platter that had been placed on the floor held one tremendous bone with large chunks of meat still clinging to it. Xanth quickly snatched it up and began gnawing upon it hungrily. As the boys ate Sirus took the time to share more details with them.
“I have sent word to the rest of the knights of our two new chosen members. Philip should be able to deliver the message and return by late tomorrow. Also Zorbin, I have sent for carpenters to take a look at Xanth’s armor so that they may build you a suitable stand for it. After your meal we will go to the library and I will give you tonight’s lesson. You will each have a book on Gorandor to finish by morning. In the morning we will begin weapons training. I hope to have the two of you sparring in a week’s time. You both have told me you already plan to swear yourselves to Gorandor so I will arrange the ceremony. We will be training twenty hours a day, stopping only for meals and morning and evening prayer. I am afraid that with circumstances being what they are, the two of you will not get much rest, but the faster you progress, the sooner we shall be able to relax our pace.” Sirus stated the facts as they were, straight to the point, wasting no energy on anything unnecessary.
Both Garret and Zorbin nodded their understanding and both quickened the pace at which they ate. Xanth too appeared to gnaw more vigorously as if trying to match the speed of the men. Having a rough idea of what the next several days would be like, Garret felt more at ease. When they finished eating they went quickly to the library where Sirus gave them each a large book. Sending them to their quarters Sirus left to attend to other matters. Neither Garret nor Zorbin took their time to return to their rooms and begin reading. Late into the night both had finished, and each of them fell wearily into their beds to sleep the last few hours before the sun would once again rise to begin yet another new day.
 



*****
 
Seth and Sara followed Judilanthaliz across the vast stone courtyard to the southwest. They walked side by side behind the man who now held them as his charge. They did not hold hands as they were normally accustomed to doing, however they frequently exchanged looks of uncertainty. As they walked, towers and spires loomed above them, casting them into shadow from time to time. They neared one of the larger towers and as they did so, Seth watched as another group of chosen people entered the vast stone structure led by a man in a crimson robe. As they too approached the entrance to the massive tower, Judilanthaliz stopped walking and turned to face the young couple. 
“From here on out, at least for the next five years, this tower will be your home. Those who came before us built the tower for young mages to be trained in and named it Birthright Tower. It is believed that those with the gift are chosen before birth by a specific god to be blessed. It is the person’s job to seek out their particular god in order to receive the blessing promised to them within the womb. Hence the gift is perceived to be a right of sorts from the day of birth and thus the tower was so named. The shields or guardians, as we are called, live in the uppermost parts of the tower, so I hope the two of you are up to the task of climbing stairs. We shall talk of your futures as we walk.” Judilanthaliz finished his narration and entered Birthright Tower.
As they stepped towards the door, it silently swung open as if from some unspoken command. Once they cleared the threshold it again swung to close itself behind them. Seth and Sara looked around inside the tower, both of them half expecting to see amazing and disturbing sights within. Instead only two things were visible from the doorway. To their right, the direction Judilanthaliz was now heading was a single massive staircase that clung to the exterior wall and slowly spiraled up into the floor above them. There was also a broad stone hallway that led straight ahead from the main entrance deep into the tower where it either ended or was simply lost in darkness. 
Sara and Seth followed Judilanthaliz up the spiral staircase, trailing the disfigured man by several steps. Looking over his shoulder with his good eye, Judilanthaliz checked to see that the young pair was able to keep pace and then asked them from over his shoulder to walk beside him. Seth and Sara did not hesitate to do as the man asked and soon they walked up the stairs abreast one another, falling into step to keep pace.
“Seth, it is truly my wish to see you join the order of the gray robes, as there are currently only two of us that serve the kingdom, though there may be others out there in the world somewhere unknown to me. Both I and Lauren are sworn to protect the king and both of us have bound our fates to his. Lauren accompanies the king nearly all the time, whereas I only travel with the king when he marches for battle.” Judilanthaliz paused a moment as if to reflect on what he had said and then continued.
“Let me elaborate. Those of us who wear the gray robes are gifted with powers to protect others. The gift has many forms, but for simplicity’s sake I will only speak of Lauren’s and my own blessings. Lauren is blessed with the ability to absorb harmful magics and spells. Being bound to the king, she absorbs the brunt of all magic used to harm him, though even so, she must remain fairly close to him to be effective. In contrast, I have been blessed with the ability to protect another from physical harm. Every scar you see upon my body is a blow that was landed on the king. But, so long as I am fairly near and still alive, I am the one who receives the damage of the blow, allowing the king to continue fighting unharmed. Both Lauren and I absorb the king’s injuries so long as the healers can keep us alive.  I have survived dozens of battles, two war campaigns and three assassination attempts. But enough of my abilities and my life, this conversation is to be about you,” Judilanthaliz said looking to Seth and Sara.
“I am sure both of you are quite worried about what the future holds, and how your future will change and be affected by the new paths your lives have chosen. I tell you to fear naught, as I will do all that is possible to see to it that your transition is a smooth one. The only problems I foresee are first and foremost getting you blessed, Seth, and secondly the war on the horizon. Our lives here in the tower are simple lives. We study and pray here indeed, but it is also our home. For the next several days Seth you will study the books I have on my chosen goddess Saranadia, as well as histories of several different brothers who once wore the gray robes of our order. After those will be books and scrolls about magic, the different ways to wield it and how to learn your limitations without killing yourself. After you finish a book or scroll we will discuss what you have read and find answers to any questions you might have. And if by that time you are blessed, we shall also practice that which you have read about if it relates to your specific blessing. Mages like those in the army have ranks. In the army your time in service as well as your knowledge of battle determines your rank. Among the mages, your rank is decided by specific tests that are usually administered six months after your choosing and then every year thereafter to mark your progress and mastery of your gift. The better you wield your blessing, the higher you climb in rank. Those are the basics of what to expect in the weeks to come for you, Seth. Now, Sara, it is your turn.” Judilanthaliz glanced now at Sara as they continued to climb the many steps curling up the tower’s outer wall.
“Your new position is simple enough if you are sound of mind and organized. Your task is to be near me at all times unless I tell you otherwise. You will be taking down notes for me, running errands for me and delivering messages as well. We head mages keep in close contact with one another, and with a war forthcoming, we communicate even more frequently now than we do in times of peace. I hope you learn fast, young Sara, as you need to familiarize yourself with the lay of the city and where to appropriate certain goods rather quickly, as well as memorize a few dozen names and faces so that you might deliver a message swiftly if the need arises. Keep your eyes and ears open at all times as you will need to learn the habits of many people so that you might know their whereabouts at any given time.” Judilanthaliz paused as he looked around to take note of their surroundings as they continued to climb.
“Only a dozen floors to go and we reach the first floor of our home. It will be just the three of us on the uppermost two floors of the tower so we will be seeing a lot of each other and spending a great deal of time together as well. We have our own kitchen and a cook who can prepare whatever you like so long as you let her know in advance your favorite dishes so that she can keep the ingredients in stock. I think if you are hungry than the three of us shall eat and then we can find you rooms. After you are settled in, we will then visit the library and gather up the first few tomes that you will need to read to begin your training. Then I will have to be returning to the castle proper for a meeting held by the king that will probably run late into the night. Normally this is the type of thing you would be joining me with, Sara. However, I think it better if we start you off tomorrow. A new day, a new task,” Judilanthaliz smiled leading them up the final flights of stairs.
The first floor of the home of the gray robes looked identical to every other floor they had passed on their long climb up the stairs. Upon reaching it, all that was visible was the staircase they were on and a hallway that led into darkness. This floor Judilanthaliz told them held all their common rooms, such as the dining room, kitchen, library and several informal lounges, amongst a few other areas. They walked down the darkened hallway and, as they passed, torches flared to life with an almost eerie transparent green flame. The flames did not waver nor sputter as they erupted into life, nor did they smoke. The small spectacle left both Sara and Seth in awe and dangerously curious. The coming of light to the darkened hallway revealed several open-arched doorways lining each side of the hall. No doors were present thus leaving each room open to the hall, and allowing a view into every room they passed. As expected the hall did end abruptly, with a new hallway appearing, stretching both left and right from the one they had traversed. Leading them to the right, Judilanthaliz strode silently upon the stone floor, his gray robes rustling slightly with his movement. 
As they approached the first doorway within the hall, the gray-robed man stopped and turned, gesturing for them to enter the room. As they entered, the same green light burst into being, revealing all that had previously been shrouded by darkness. This time it was not torches that lit the way. Instead a giant ornate chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling. The chandelier held dozens of small candles that now burned with the same light of the torches, illuminating everything within the room. It was not a large room, nor was it lavishly furnished. It was a simple dining hall filled with wooden chairs placed around two long, wood-framed tables topped with polished stone. Judilanthaliz passed around the first table and seated himself quickly mid table and gestured for his guests to seat themselves across from him. Seth and Sara quickly seated themselves, sliding their packs off their shoulders and placing them on the floor. Being near enough to touch Sara, but unable to do so without revealing their secret, was driving Seth insane. It apparently was having a similar effect on Sara as she fidgeted often in her seat. Judilanthaliz studied them for a moment, and discovering nothing of immediate interest, he began to speak as he had upon the stairs.
“Our cook should be here shortly. In the meantime I think perhaps the two of you might have some questions. Please feel free to ask me anything, no matter what the subject, and I shall do my best to provide you with an answer.” The man said pulling back his cowl to reveal his mangled features.
“How do the torches work?” Sara asked quickly, curiosity getting the best of her.
“Good question” Judilanthaliz smiled before going on to explain. “Many years ago, Vladmere had a talented pupil blessed with the ability to mold and control fire. Most of the red robes have this ability these days, but this particular student was extremely talented. His gift was so great he could imbue items with a magical flame such as those above us. Most of the buildings within the castle walls are lit by torches and candles imbued by this young mage. He had also suffused some weapons with the flame of his gift. Unfortunately, he savored power too lustily. He repeatedly pushed his limitations. During an experiment that he believed would unlock his most potent abilities, he lost control of the power blessed to him and he himself was consumed in the flame. Not an ash remained where he had stood during the blaze. No trace of the man managed to withstand the heat. Everyone half expected those items imbued by him to extinguish after his tragic end, but all except one continue to burn. The sole torch that illuminated his very own room never again erupted to life after the mage was lost. It remains vacant still. Some fear it may be cursed, though others leave it untouched in homage to the man who brought us unending light in the darkness. He was a very powerful mage, one of the most powerful the kingdom has ever seen. It was a tragic day when he was lost. Does that answer your question, Sara?” Judilanthaliz asked, his eyes unfocused as if seeing something the others could not.
“Yes Judilanthaliz, thank you,” Sara answered.
“Please both of you just call me Jud, my name is such a mouthful. I prefer to keep it simple,” Judilanthaliz replied.
“I have a question,” Seth stated, waiting for Jud’s look of approval before continuing. “What happens if I am not blessed by Saranadia in the time I am allowed?” Seth was quite certain he would not be receiving a blessing from the goddess, seeing as he would not be worshipping her.
“Well young Seth, if you are not destined to wear the gray robes, you will be assigned a new position. First and foremost, I am sure if you are not blessed here then Vladmere will probably take you on to see if you are destined to wear the crimson robes of his order. As I told you before, though, it is believed you can only be blessed by the god or goddess who has given you the gift. So if you have any idea who that particular god may be, or if you feel inclined to visit a particular temple, please let me know as the sooner we may find you an allegiance to a god, the sooner we can begin your training,” Jud finished with a sincere look upon his face.
“What of the tests you spoke of earlier, Jud? I assume they aren’t written tests, so how are they given? What do they consist of, that is, if I am allowed to know beforehand?” Seth asked again.
“The tests are each designed for the individual to be tested. First we must know what a young mage’s blessing consists of, what are its limits, and the limits of the mage. The tests are designed to be difficult to accomplish. They are intended to make the mage push himself or herself both mentally and physically. All tests are monitored closely by the heads of all the mage orders. Healers are always on site as sometimes a mage fails their test, or sometimes they are simply injured during the test. That is all I can reveal on the subject at present. Your tests will depend mostly on you and your abilities.” Jud stated finishing his explanation.
During their discussion a young woman poked her head through a small doorway off the side of the dining hall. As quickly as she appeared, she again disappeared behind the stone wall. Shortly after, scents of spice mixed with herbs permeated the air around them. Judilanthaliz sat quietly for a moment thinking to himself as his new guests watched his expression and waited patiently.
“I was going to wait until tomorrow to tell you this, as I won’t be entirely sure of the details until after tonight’s meeting. As the kingdom once again faces war with the lands to the south, I am afraid, Seth, that your training will probably be accelerated to a pace that would usually be intolerable to the both of us. It is out of necessity and so we will skip whatever portions of the normal training regimen that I feel are not of immediate need or significance. The priority is to get you well versed in the lore of Saranadia as well as of the other gods, and then we have to hope that you receive a blessing. Then the real training will begin,” Jud said as the plain lady again poked her head through the doorway.
“Are you ready for some food, Jud?” she asked in a hushed tone.
“Indeed Fera, we are quite ready to eat, I think. We have some guests, at least for the time being, so prepare for some larger meals,” Jud replied.
“Consider it done, Jud. I will be right out with your food,” Fera said and vanished once again.
Moments later Fera returned carrying with her a single large platter. She was not much older than Seth and Sara with olive skin and straight brown hair that fell just past her shoulders. Her eyes too were a deep brown. She was a little taller than Sara, and a slightly heavier build, though she was not overweight. Fera was an average looking woman with no immediately visible traits that would make her stand out in a crowd. The platter she carried held three small loaves of bread and three steaming bowls as well as three tall mugs. The bowls were filled nearly to the brim with a thick beef and vegetable soup that turned out to be the source of the scents wafting through the air. The mugs were filled with cool cider, a perfect complement to the hot soup. As they received their food, both Seth and Sara thanked Fera for the meal, and Jud smiled to the woman who then quickly retreated back the way she had come.
The three sat in the dining hall in near silence enjoying the meal while it remained hot. They all finished rather quickly, and Jud asked them to retrieve their belongings. He took them back out of the room, leaving their emptied dishes to sit on the table. Judilanthaliz led them back down the hall the way they had come earlier, and passing the intersection with the main hallway, he continued straight on down what would be the left fork, past several doorways. He continued to lead them to the very end of that particular hallway, all the while torches ignited just ahead of them and extinguished as soon as they passed. 
At the end of the hall a large open archway revealed a huge library filled wall to wall with wooden shelves that were covered to entirety in books and scrolls. In the center of the room sat a solitary, massive round table surrounded by high-backed upholstered chairs. Above the table, like in the dining hall, hung a giant chandelier, only this one contained at least double the number of candles. The room burst into light as they entered, revealing thousands of different colors contained upon the spines of the many books housed here.
Leaving Seth and Sara at the door, Jud quickly rounded the table and began pulling tomes from the shelves. Some he would hold in his hand and ponder a moment before replacing them from where he had retrieved them, others he would place on the table behind him. Before long Jud had amassed a pile of books and scrolls that he appeared to be satisfied with. He collected the pile of literature into his arms, and asking the couple to follow, he led them out of the room. They went back down the hall to the intersection and then down the main hallway back the way they had originally come. He led them to the stair where they climbed up to the next level of the tower. Once he reached the landing, he again stopped and turned to face the pair.
“The tower is of simple design. The layout of each floor is identical. However, the rooms on each floor have varying purposes. Upon this floor we have two lounges as well as two large studies. The rest of the rooms are private quarters of which all are empty save my own. You may choose any room you wish. My room is at the far end of the main hall here on the left-hand side. Any room besides that one is for either of you to choose. The only difference you will notice here is that each room, besides the four common rooms, has a door. So, let’s go see where you will be living, shall we?” Jud asked, a look of indifference on his mangled face.
Seth and Sara nodded their agreement, and Seth started thinking immediately of how to choose his room. If he needed to sneak out for any reason, he needed a room far from that of Judilanthaliz. He would also want a room where the torches were not set too near the door so he could enter and exit without a brightly lit announcement. This in mind, Seth waited for Jud to begin walking down the hallway. But Judilanthaliz instead motioned for them to lead. Seth took the first steps, and Sara quickly fell in step beside him. As they approached the hallway Seth scanned ahead of him for a room that fit his criteria. It was a short task, as the very first room was a perfect match. Its door was the nearest to the stairs, and being right at the end of the hall, there were no torches for some distance down the darkened corridor. Not wanting to give himself away, Seth stopped at the door to the first room and turned to address the man who would now be his mentor of sorts.
“This should do as well as any, I should think. I’m not picky and I assume they are all much the same, are they not?” Seth asked attempting to look indifferent.
The ruse must have worked as Jud simply nodded with a grin and followed Seth and Sara into the room. The room was empty save for a bed, a desk with a chair, and a bedside stand. The back wall of the room had a slight curve to it being it was the exterior wall to the tower, and placed in the middle of the curved wall was a tall, narrow window that was centered above the small bed below it. The window would provide plenty of light during daylight hours as they were well higher than the castle walls and also the city walls. The only other source for light in the room consisted of two candles, one upon the desk, and the other on the bedside stand. Neither of the candles burst into flame as they entered leading Seth to believe they were your standard, non-enchanted type. Jud walked to the small desk and placed the pile of books and scrolls upon it. Turning to be sure Seth was paying attention, Jud waved his hand over the candle upon the desk. As his palm passed over its wick, like every other candle they had seen so far, this one also burst into light.
“The candles in the rooms are somewhat different than those in other parts of the building. Simply pass your hand over them and they respond, either lighting or extinguishing, whatever the case may be,” Jud explained. “Now, let’s give you a chance to get settled in and perhaps even start your reading. Let us go, Sara, and find you some accommodations before I leave for my meeting, shall we?” Jud asked as he turned towards the door.
“Anything will suit me fine, Jud. If the room across the hall is empty, that will do nicely,” Sara replied following the man through the doorway.
“Indeed it is vacant. Make yourself at home, Sara. Tomorrow you will start your duties so rest well as a fresh mind learns more rapidly,” Jud responded, opening the door to Sara’s new room for her.
Sara entered what would now be her room to find that it was identical to Seth’s. It was as if the hall were a mirror and one room a reflection of the other. Jud remained in the hall, his new guests settling in their rooms to either side of him. It had been many years since these rooms had been occupied. It had been many years since he had had company upon the floors devoted to the gray robes of his order. Perhaps, he thought, this was the start of breathing life back into the order of the shields.
“If neither of you requires anything further for the night then I will be on my way,” Jud stated. “I shall call upon you both in the morning. I have a feeling it will be a busy day.”
“Thank you for your hospitality, Jud,” Seth said. “I can think of nothing else I could possibly need.” Seth met Sara’s eyes with his own.
“Yes thank you, Jud,” Sara added.
“It is my pleasure. After all, this is now your home, so if you are not yet tired feel free to explore. Many interesting things lie behind the doors of this tower. Just please for now remain on our floors as I do not wish to disturb those below us.  Well, I should be going. Goodnight to you both.” Jud turned on his heel and headed back towards the stairs.
Both Seth and Sara watched him go. As soon as the man’s head dipped below the floor, Sara flung herself across the hall, throwing her arms tightly around Seth’s neck. She kissed him so hard it very nearly hurt. Wrapping his arms around her waist, Seth lifted Sara off her feet and held her body to his. The smell of her hair intoxicated him immediately, and overcome with mixed emotions, he pulled her more tightly into his arms. Sara, after many long minutes, allowed Seth to breathe once again, and relaxing their grips slightly they stared into one another’s eyes. Seth’s face was that of a statue. His skin remained relaxed and smooth even on his forehead. His mouth neither smiled nor frowned. Only his eyes betrayed the fact that uncertainty plagued his thoughts, and Sara noted the turmoil immediately upon looking at him. Sara, on the other hand, hid nothing. Her eyes were wet with tears and the corners of her flawless lips were upturned in a gleeful grin. Her eyes sparkled in joy and relief. That was until she noted the look in Seth’s eyes. Sara’s expression faded and took on an air of concern, and as her smile began to dissipate, her lips parted to speak.
“My love, what is the matter?” Sara asked.
“I don’t know what we should do,” Seth stated, his expression now of what appeared to be panic.
“What do you mean? Everything worked out well. We are together. You’re not in the army, and even though I am going to be an errand girl, I think that we will see each other all the time,” Sara summarized, trying to soothe Seth’s worries.
“I know,” Seth said. “It is almost perfect. Really, it is more than we could have hoped for, except for one thing.”
“What is it, Seth?” Sara asked.
“If Judilanthaliz is right, then those with the gift only have it because a god has chosen to give it to them before they are even born. Remember, he said that those with the gift don’t really have any options. The only way they will be blessed is if they swear their soul to the same god who has given them the gift. That means I will never receive a blessing from Saranadia, as Ishanya has made it quite clear who gave me the gift of magic. I really don’t think Ishanya’s plans for me include me being a shield for someone else. That being said, how long do you think I can keep up the charade of trying to be a gray robe knowing full well that I am a fraud? How long until Jud decides that I am not going to become a gray robe and sends me to train elsewhere when you have to stay here with him?” Seth finished, his turmoil now boiling over and plainly visible upon his face.
Sara did not reply, instead she remained in Seth’s embrace, their faces only inches away. Sara gave herself a moment to let Seth’s words sink in, and another moment still to mull over everything he had said. It was certainly not as picture perfect as she had thought only moments before.
“I only see two options, love,” Sara stated in her small angelic voice.
“What do you think we should do?” Seth asked.
“Our first option is to stay. You learn what you can from Jud and use what spare time you have, if any, to research Ishanya, or plan your next encounter with her. When Jud realizes you are not going to become a shield, then we run away, as we had planned in the beginning. Option two is run now. We can probably hide out for a while in the temple devoted to Ishanya. I am sure Borrik would see to it that we got supplies and anything else we would need. He seems quite devoted to being your slave.” Sara added the last sentence with a grin.
“So we run now or we run later,” Seth said unenthusiastically. “Well, there might be a third option. Ishanya said to call to her when I have need. Perhaps I can strike a deal with her and find a way to at least pretend to be a shield.” He added.
“I would prefer if you weren’t too hasty to strike up a deal with a goddess,” Sara declared. “Perhaps if we stay a while we will find another option that isn’t available to us at this time?” Sara tried to sound hopeful.
“I hope you are right, my angel. I guess then at least for now we will stay. We must keep the fact that we are a couple a secret. I think you being Jud’s messenger might work out as an advantage to us. You will learn to find your way around and hear and see things that might give us another option before we run out of time. Keep your ears and eyes open. Learn everything you can about everyone you can. Also, as soon as Jud lets you leave the tower or sends you to run an errand you must visit Borrik at the temple. Tell him where he can locate us if the need arises. Also, tell him we may have to leave the city at a moment’s notice and to prepare the three of us for travel.” Seth spoke the words as he thought them.
Seth was creating a plan in his mind to flee the city when the time came. He would play the cards he was dealt until his hand was revealed. When that moment arose, if he had no other options, then they would flee the city.
“I will do as you say, my love,” Sara stated. “I only hope it does not come to that. I hope before Jud loses hope for you that we will have found something that doesn’t make us deserters and fugitives.” Sara added.
“I know, angel, I hope the same,” Seth said and pulled her tightly to himself once again.
“So what do we do now?” Sara asked.
“Exactly what Jud said, I suppose. Do you feel like helping me with reading again?” Seth asked her already knowing the answer.
“Of course,” Sara said with a smile while pulling herself out of his embrace. “We should have quite a lot of time if Jud expects to be out until early morning. I think if we work the scrolls and tomes like we did the last time, we can probably get a good portion of the smaller ones done tonight.” Sara added sounding delighted at the idea.
Seth and Sara seated themselves on the floor of Seth’s new room and began to sort the scrolls and books into piles as they had done only a few days before. The room smelled musty from disuse, however it was obviously recently cleaned. Working quickly and meticulously they started with the scrolls, and having them finished in short order, moved on to the smaller of the books. They read late into the night, sharing between books what information they had gleaned from the writings. When both of them struggled to keep their eyes open, they decided to take a break and get some sleep. 
As they rose to their feet, Sara stepped into Seth’s open arms. They stood for many moments, locked in one another’s embrace, before Sara finally released Seth and turned to leave the room. She strode across the hall swaying her hips. Pausing at her door she turned and smiled back at the man she loved. He was staring at her just as she anticipated. Seth blushed slightly having been caught looking at her backside. They wished each other a good night and Sara slowly entered her room, closing the door behind her. Seth waited until he heard her door lock, and then closed and locked his as well. He quickly undressed, and passing his hand over the enchanted candle beside his bed, was blanketed in welcome darkness. Before his head hit the pillow he was fast asleep, the troubles of the world temporarily lost from his mind.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2
Progress and a Proposal
 
 
Three weeks had passed since The Choosing ceremony and for Garret and Zorbin those first three weeks were grueling. The first couple of days had not been too terrible as they were filled with prayer and reading. They had read everything from the histories of the kingdom and of the gods, to war strategies and tomes about surviving in the wild. They read and read nearly twenty hours a day until both Garret and the dwarf thought their heads would explode from all the information. 
However, that was the easy part. After their reading list was finished they started what Sirus had called stamina training. Sirus promised them that by the time he was done with them, they would be able to fight for days without sleep upon a battlefield. They started stamina training by running around the perimeter of the castle walls with a cart full of logs strapped across their chests, like a mule at harvest, trailing the cart behind them. Not wanting him to get lazy or complacent, Zorbin decided Xanth should join in on the fun and so the wolf got a cart of his own. They pulled the carts until they could no longer walk. When they fell to their knees Sirus told them that it would be a good time to pray. Having said their prayers, they would arise again and continue. When the carts became bearable Sirus presented them with armor. At first they both thanked him for the glorious gift, until they found out that now they would be running and pulling the carts dressed in full armor. This, Sirus explained, was not only to break their armor in, but get them used to its weight and feel as well. 
It was not long before both Garret and Zorbin hated their armor. Xanth was already accustomed to running in his and so made it look effortless, much to the annoyance of his two-legged companions. When the carts and the armor no longer slowed them down and they could run for hours and hours with them, Sirus told them they were ready for their next task. It of course was less enjoyable than the previous one, consisting of strapping a wooden barrel filled partially with water to their backs and having them run up and down the dozen flights of steep stone steps of the castle wall. They climbed up and down day and night until they could go no longer. As they grew accustomed to the weight, Sirus simply added more water to the barrels. It made for a very long, very painful three weeks. Each night ended with a visit from a young healer named Daniella. She was a pretty young woman with flowing brown curls and green eyes. She would greet them both each night and then, with the blessing of her goddess, would heal their sore muscles and blistered and battered feet.
For twenty-eight hours straight Garret, Zorbin and Xanth had been running the stairs, this time, each with a full barrel of water on their backs. They were still running when Sirus stopped them at the bottom of the wall, a giant grin on his face.
“Having fun yet?” Sirus asked sarcastically.
Barely able to breathe, neither Zorbin nor Garret answered, however Xanth bobbed his head up and down showing his razor sharp fangs as he grinned.
“Good to see at least one of you enjoys being a knight,” Sirus said, still smiling. “Seriously, however, drop the barrels, guys. The hard part of your stamina training is over. Get some rest, tomorrow we start weapons training.” This Sirus stated without the sarcasm, and he watched as both of his newest recruits unstrapped themselves from the barrels.
After Zorbin removed Xanth’s barrel, the four of them walked across the courtyard toward the knights' small keep within the castle wall. Daniella sat just inside the main entrance at one of the large tables and smiled as they entered. She tended them both quickly while Sirus looked on. Having finished her job, Daniella rose from the table and headed for the door.
“Tomorrow we start weapons, Daniella. Please tell Karishtala we will be requiring your services from sun up until sunset for a while,” Sirus told the young woman as he opened the door for her.
“Yes m’lord,” Daniella replied as she slipped through the door.
Sirus closed the door and seated himself across the table from Garret and Zorbin. Xanth lay upon the floor, his head on his paws and his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. They sat quietly a few moments until their food was brought to them. Garret now was easily able to eat ten times the amount of food at one sitting than he had only a few weeks before. His body required a massive amount of nourishment to sustain him through the vigorous training Sirus was imposing on them. 
As they were finishing their food, the large entry door swung open and Garret and Zorbin both turned to see who it was that was arriving to the garrison at this late hour. A young man stepped through the door closing it quickly behind him. Garret watched as the man approached the table nodding once toward Sirus. He was a tall, lean man with long, sandy-blonde hair cut to his shoulders and tied in a single braid down his neck. His face was free of anything remarkable. Though he was thin, every line of every exposed muscle of his body was etched deeply, revealing a very lean but very capable man. He took long, fast strides, rounding the table in mere steps and came to stand beside Sirus. Sirus rose to greet the newcomer, and turning to face both Garret and Zorbin he looked at them with yet another grin on his face.
“Gentlemen, I would like to introduce you to Philip, your fellow Knight of Valdadore, Sirus announced, watching them to witness their reactions.
Both Garret and Zorbin rose from the table and, extending their hands, introduced themselves. After exchanging their names, Zorbin introduced Xanth who padded up to see the newcomer. Uninterested Xanth quickly returned to the end of the table and curled up below it once again.
“Let us sit and talk for a while,” Sirus invited.
Sirus, Garret and Zorbin quickly took their seats and Philip sat himself beside Sirus, his expression now changing to one of concern.
“So what news from the south Philip? It seems you must have been delayed,” Sirus asked, taking note of the younger man’s expression.
“The dark army grows by the day, Sirus, but they have yet to make a move towards our forces. I know not what keeps them waiting as they easily outnumber us by at least two-fold. Some humans and ogres fight with them though the force is mostly made of goblins, ogres and orcs. I was not delayed so much as curious. I traced their supply lines deep into enemy territory, and discovering nothing very useful, I decided to hold up their caravans for a few weeks.” As Philip made the last statement he could not help but smile.
“Tell us of your deeds, Philip. I know you are dying to give us the details and I am quite sure our new friends here are just as anxious to hear them as you are to tell them,” Sirus stated grinning once again.
“Well, first I happened across a long line of wagons. Some were filled with grain and others with some sort of ale, and let me tell you someone should explain to the orcs just how flammable that combination can be!” Philip paused to let his three companions stop laughing before continuing.
“Wait though, that’s not the best part. I decided that by day I would keep my distance but I remained close enough that I could keep an eye on their progress. Each night for a full week I would run up and down the supply line for over a hundred miles and untie all the pack animals and any animal pulling a cart. Then the poor bastards would spend half the next day tracking down the beasts before starting the line moving again. It got so bad at the end of the week that every cow and mule for a hundred miles had its own personal guard. Then when the animals were too heavily guarded for me to continue without risk of injury, I decided to change tactics. I waited until the middle of the night then I raced to the nearest camp. I darted from one tent to another, snatching small items of value from each tent and placed each item in a different tent. After I finished with one camp, I moved onto the next. It might not sound too devious but you should have seen the results the following morning. Imagine if you will an entire encampment of militant goblins and orcs waking up to find they have been robbed. It didn’t take long for them to begin accusing one another and searching one another’s tents. Once that began, it was utter chaos. Within an hour of daylight every camp for nearly a hundred miles was up in arms and the slimy bastards were slaughtering one another for offences none of them committed. Needless to say, I don’t think that the enemy’s supply lines will be moving again for several days, if not weeks.” Philip’s grin stretched from one ear to the other.
“I hate to be the one to encourage you, but that was good thinking and good work, Philip. If you have even bought us a few extra days, it was worth the trouble and the delay to yourself,” Sirus said. “Now, how are the rest of the men?”
“The men are good. They do not look forward to the coming battle, but they are ready and waiting. I spent a day with them before venturing further south and they seem to have everything in order for you when you return. Enough with that though, we can discuss the details tomorrow. What about you? How comes your training?” Philip asked with a look of genuine curiosity upon his face.
“These two, or should I say three including Xanth, have just finished up their stamina training,” Sirus stated.
“You mean the wolf did the training as well?” Philip asked, this time looking to Zorbin for an answer.
“Indeed he did, Master Philip,” Zorbin stated simply. “It is a rare occasion for one of us to be without the other. Even in training.”
“I see,” Philip replied. “Also Zorbin, and you as well Garret, please call me Philip.” Philip acknowledged their nods of understanding. “So has either of you received a blessing yet?” Philip added with a hopeful look.
Both Garret and Zorbin shook their heads, obviously disappointed.
“Let us not rush too much, Philip. They have already had to complete stamina training twice as fast as you had to do it, and if you remember correctly, you weren’t blessed until after weapons training,” Sirus reassured them in his deep calm voice.
“Oh, I remember all right. One second I’m charging you across the sparring field, the next second I’m getting peeled off the stones of the castle wall having run straight into it at an uncontrollable speed.” Philip smiled ruefully as he remembered the first day of his blessing. “I hope for your sake that neither of you gets the blessing I have. Don’t get me wrong, it would be great to have someone who can keep up, but man, training gets a little out of control when not even you can see what you are doing, you move so fast.” He added with a chuckle.
“You certainly kept us all on our toes for a while,” Sirus told Philip and both of them grinned knowingly. “Well, we should let these guys go and get some rest and tomorrow you can help us with weapons training, Philip.” 
Sirus and Philip watched as the two newest members of the Knights of Valdadore disappeared down the hall with the giant wolf trailing behind them. Garret and Zorbin went straight to their rooms, undressed, and fell into their beds exhausted. Before any thoughts of what the following day might bring even entered their heads, they were deeply asleep. Neither of them stirred during the night, yet their minds were busy creating dreams of fantastical abilities that could one day be bestowed upon them. It was no surprise when the dreams turned from possible blessings to dreams of the god Gorandor himself. But it was no coincidence that they each shared an identical dream of the god in which they were asked to swear their souls to him once again. Upon repeating their oaths, both Garret and Zorbin dreamed of the god holding them within the palm of his hand as if weighting their worth literally. Seemingly satisfied the god disappeared and the fantasies of special powers returned.
 



*****
 
Xanth squirmed at the end of Zorbin’s bed. He too dreamed of the god, only the beast recognized the presence much more acutely than had the men. Images flashed through the wolf’s intuitive mind and Xanth’s feelings for each image were noted by the presence there. When shown an image of Zorbin bleeding upon his back and an ogre standing before the lifeless body of the dwarf, Xanth growled loudly in his sleep. That seemed to be the answer the presence wanted, and it quickly departed the wolf’s mind. As the presence passed though the mind of the beast it changed something. The change was subtle yet noticeable, and though Xanth slept, he knew that something was unlike it had been before the visit.
 



*****
 
The three of them slept peacefully through the entire night until late morning. Sirus had awoken early but deciding that his new charges needed a good night’s rest to revive their bodies, he allowed them to sleep in. When they did finally awake, breakfast was waiting for them in the dining hall, as were Sirus and Philip. Garret was the first to arrive, but Zorbin and Xanth were only a few minutes behind him. They each greeted one another and made quick work of their food.
“Weapons training is going to go a bit different than it usually would, but as we are short on time, I think it best to make these changes,” Sirus stated, and continued after a slight pause. “Generally we would teach you to wield each and every weapon in the armory. Due to our lack of time, however, I should ask each of you to choose a single weapon that is of your liking and we shall concentrate on whatever weapon you might choose.” Sirus concluded.
Finished with their breakfast, Philip headed out to the knight’s sparring ground and Sirus led Garret and Zorbin to the armory. Swinging the large wooden door open, Sirus stepped aside to allow his charges entrance before him. Zorbin was first to enter and muttered something about the high quality of the weapons in his deep guttural voice. Garret on the other hand said nothing, instead looking around the room in astonishment. The room’s walls were each entirely covered in large wooden racks, and each rack was filled to capacity with the largest assortment of weapons Garret had ever seen amassed in one place. Maces and mauls, as well as swords, daggers and bows lined one wall. Spears and staves shared another with scythes and lances. Garret was uncertain of the names of many of the weapons, though he was well aware they all served the same purpose. 
Garret already knew the weapon he was looking for, and located several of them to choose from almost immediately. Walking to the stand filled with large, dual-edged swords, Garret sized them to find one of similar dimensions to that which he already owned. Choosing one, Garret hefted the weapon easily in one hand and then tested its weight with both hands. The sword was indeed equal in size to the one he had received as a gift from his friends in Vineleaf what felt like a lifetime ago, yet this blade felt unbelievably light. Garret decided to use this sword despite its unusual lightness and reached back into the rack to retrieve the sheath too. Sheathing the large sword, Garret turned to watch as Zorbin too chose a weapon.
Zorbin looked around the armory with the eyes of a master smith. It was dwarven tradition that all males learned to create the best of weapons and armor. Zorbin, though an oddity among his race, was included in this custom. He noted the quality of the weapons held within this arsenal and knew that not a single piece of steel contained here had been forged by human hands. Some of the weapons were of elven design, but most were of dwarven creation. 
Zorbin could not help but to be impressed with the knights’ cache of fine weapons. For him it was an honor to choose an item from among them. It was also his intention to stay true to all of his passions, one of the strongest of which was swinging the hammer in a forge. So it was with much careful thought that Zorbin approached a gem of a weapon across the room. 
This specimen had caught his eye early, and he felt drawn to it and so chose to handle it and see if it was a proper fit for him. Removing the hammer from its rack, Zorbin tested it for both weight and balance. As expected, it was finely crafted by a master smith among the dwarves. Zorbin hefted the massive hammer to take a look at the engravings upon it to see if he recognized the work. It was indeed crafted in a familiar style, but the specific creator remained unknown to Zorbin. He was able to wield the massive battle hammer one-handed, even though it was designed for both hands. The head of the hammer was crafted as a large steel block with squat spikes fastened into the striking surfaces. A thick shaft of the same steel protruded from the head, slowly tapering to the handle where the steel was wrapped with leather. From the bottom of the handle a large ball of steel made up the butt of the weapon and from the ball protruded one long, slender spike. The entire weapon was engraved in silver with dwarven symbols of strength, power, honor and integrity, and it was polished to a lustrous sheen that made the surface appear to be wet though no moisture was present in the room.
Having chosen their arms, both of the young men turned and headed for the door where Sirus stood watching them.
“Ah, I had expected as much Garret, as I remember well your own broadsword. However Zorbin, I had expected you to choose an axe for some reason,” Sirus admitted.
“Indeed an axe is a common choice among my people, but I feel more at home with a hammer in my hand,” Zorbin replied in his thick, deep voice.
Sirus led them out of the room and back down the hall. They exited through the main door and headed east. As they passed the end of the knights’ keep, Xanth padded up to them having already made his way outside somehow. The giant wolf fell into step beside his master and the four continued walking toward the sparring grounds. It was not a long walk, and as they approached, they could see Philip upon the field. He was kneeling over something on the ground and appeared to be sorting through it as they came within speaking distance.
“Were you able to find them appropriate equipment?” Sirus asked Philip as they neared.
“As you might expect, Garret’s was easy, Zorbin’s a bit more complicated. I hope it fits him well enough for today and we can have it altered if need be,” Philip responded.
“Well, they won’t be doing any actual sparring until they are ready. I just want them used to the mail,” Sirus replied.
The three men and the wolf all stopped as they joined Philip on the field. Before Philip sat two neat piles of items upon the grass. Each pile contained a padded leather jerkin and a chainmail tunic with a coif. Garret had only worn mail for The Choosing ceremony slaughter, and as such was easily able to recognize it when he saw it. Zorbin paid the armor little attention as he was accustomed to seeing it in every variation.
“Suit up, guys. We need to get started,” Sirus told them.
Zorbin quickly put on the padded jerkin and Garret followed his lead. After lacing up the jerkins they then pulled on the mail. Garret soon realized the mail was heavier than he remembered, though not heavy enough to hinder his ability to move freely by a noticeable margin. He tested it thoroughly, moving his joints and swinging his arms to try and anticipate any limits the armor might impose upon his body. Finding none, Garret waited quietly for instruction. While they were dressing in the armor, Sirus and Philip had walked a short distance away to discuss something in private and each spoke in turn to one another. Finishing their discussion, they returned to their newly armored charges and each had a mischievous look upon his face as they again approached.
“We have decided upon a means to quickly train you in combat arms. We will first show you how to properly wield your weapon. We will teach you the many ways to attack and defend using the weapon of your choosing. This portion of your training would usually last several weeks, however we hope to cover it all in two days. It will be two very long days, but if you learn quickly, and you memorize that which we show you, then you will be ready for the next phase of your battle training.” Sirus’s wicked grin returned with the last sentence. “Garret you go with Philip, and Zorbin you stay here with me.” 
Sirus was already explaining different techniques of battle hammer wielding to the dwarf when Garret and Philip strode across the field. Once out of earshot, and when they had enough room to train separately from the others, Philip stopped and rounded on Garret.
“I’m not supposed to say anything, but I often alter the rules to make sure I win. I have two days to teach you all I can about the broadsword. Then on the fourth day you will spar with Zorbin. Sirus is curious which one of you will triumph, and he thinks it the best way for you to learn more quickly,” Philip said quietly.
“That only accounts for days one, two and four. What are we to do on day three?” Garret asked, unsure if he had misheard.
“Ah, you do have a quick mind! That is good. You will learn quickly enough, but in answer to your question I am afraid that you will only know what happens on day three when it arrives. For now I need you to focus on the lesson at hand,” Philip smiled wickedly.
Thus begun two very long days indeed. In the following forty-eight hours, Zorbin and Garret learned every offensive and defensive move possible with their chosen weapons. They too learned how to use every inch of their weapon to its full potential. They did not stop for food or sleep. Instead they trained through the hunger and through two nights and into the early hours of the third morning. Despite that, the training felt quite easy to Garret in comparison to running stairs with a barrel on his back! That being so, even after the full two days had passed and his training completed, Garret felt awake and full of energy. He had done his best to commit everything to memory. He did not want to disappoint Philip who was training him, nor Sirus the leader of the knights. He focused on the battle with Zorbin to come, a battle he intended to win.
Zorbin did not feel weary or taxed in any way either. He concentrated on the lesson being taught to him and memorized every action of his teacher. None of them had left the field in more than two days, and that included the giant black and gray wolf Xanth. He rested now, as he had the entire time, in the middle of the field, his eyes and ears alert, watching the men as they trained. He still watched as the men finished their practice and crossed the field to meet again in the middle to speak, just paces away from the wolf.
“Is Garret ready?” Sirus asked.
“I believe him to be,” Philip replied. “How about Zorbin?” Philip then asked sounding a bit cocky.
“He learns very quickly, I think him quite able,” Sirus responded. He turned to the new knights. “How do you guys feel after such a long exercise?”
“I feel fine,” Garret said simply.
“I am ready to continue,” stated Zorbin with his dwarven accent.
“Then we shall continue as planned. Today’s lesson is on fear. Today you will learn to not fear battle, and to not fear taking a blow. The only way to overcome a fear is to face it or experience it. Today I am afraid you will probably sustain injury. You may break a bone, perhaps several. Chances are you will leave much blood on the field. But do not worry, we have Daniella standing by if her services are required,” Sirus explained with a very serious expression. “Garret, you and I will spar today. Zorbin, you will be sparring with Philip. Hold nothing back. If you see an opportunity, take it. We will give you no concessions today. Remember well what you have learned in the past two days and use it. After all, there is a chance to leave the field today without injury. All you have to do is defeat us,” Sirus concluded.
Garret’s mood deteriorated in an instant. He knew well that some day he would receive an injury in battle. Chances were he would receive many. Never had he imagined though that with only two days’ worth of training he would be facing probably the most feared and respected opponent in all of Valdadore, perhaps the whole of Thurr. Garret had not feared injury before but he certainly did now. Before the announcement, getting hurt in battle was a possibility with an unknown time or place. Now however, injury was nearly guaranteed and Garret could find no way to look forward to it. Apparently his thoughts showed plainly upon his face.
“Courage, Garret, today you face a normal man. Philip and I will not be using our blessings. This is just a test of what you have learned, and a lesson on controlling your emotions in the heat of battle,” Sirus stated.
This new knowledge had the intended effect and Garret actually felt better about the coming fight. Man to man, Sirus and he were nearly equal in size. Sirus obviously had experience on his side, but Garret had youth. Without his blessing, Garret thought, Sirus was just another man. This boosted Garret’s confidence ten-fold. Garret quickly planned his fight. He would use speed to his advantage and try to wear Sirus out. If he could constantly be on the offensive, Sirus would be forced to counter all of his blows. When the older man was tired, Garret was sure he could achieve victory.
Garret’s simple plan was finalized in his mind as he watched Philip lead Zorbin across the field where he himself had been only a short time ago. Returning his attention to the man he was to battle, Garret observed as Sirus unsheathed a long broadsword of his own. The older man took a few steps back, and flexing his knees he raised the large sword directly above his head. Garret recognized the stance as one he had been taught that could be used both to attack and to defend. Sirus was keeping his own intentions a secret.
“Whenever you are ready, young hunter,” Sirus said with an expression as smooth as glass on his face.
Garret pulled the long blade from the sheath strapped to his back and mimicked the stance of his opponent. Lunging forward, Garret brought his massive blade down in a powerful arc aimed at Sirus’s shoulder. Sirus dropped to one knee, buying him valuable fractions of a second before the blow would land. Sweeping across with his sword at the same time, it connected with Garret’s blade, driving it wide of its mark, cutting nothing but air. Garret had not anticipated the move, and the momentum of his swing being interrupted caught him off guard and caused him to lose his balance just briefly. It was all the time Sirus needed to recover from the blow and launch one of his own. Following the arc his blade had made when he used it to defend himself, Sirus allowed the weight of the steel to carry the blade down and around and again past his opponent. When the blade was clear of Garret, Sirus quickly jerked it back in the direction it had swung from. Thrusting it, he drove the flat edge of his sword into the back of Garret’s knee.
Garret yelped not so much in pain as surprise when the sword struck. Already off balance the blow drove Garret’s knee to the ground. Collecting his thoughts, Garret reeled back to his feet and rounded on his master, just in time to see another blow sweeping through the air at chest level. Garret nearly did not respond in time. Raising his sword as quickly as he was able, Garret deflected the blow, but not entirely. Though Sirus’s blade did not strike him directly, it glanced off his own blade, slamming into his left shoulder. Pain exploded through Garret’s body. The blow had not pierced his mail, but it had landed true enough to cause damage.
Garret had to rethink his strategy. Sirus was obviously not slowed by his age, a mistake Garret was learning from quickly. Instead of keeping the older knight on the defensive as he had planned, it seemed the roles had been reversed from the beginning. If Garret did not alter his tactics he was not likely to last long. As Garret and Sirus both recovered from the last bout, Garret revised his approach. He recovered a fraction of a second before Sirus, but did not launch his own counter attack. Instead he used this one moment to watch the older knight’s movements. As Sirus again arced his blade through the air towards Garret, it was met this time with a prepared defense. This time Garret was easily able to deflect the blow with the tip of his blade. When the blow was diverted, he then stepped closer to the older man and, changing his grip upon his massive sword, he drove the pommel home into the center of Sirus’s chest. Garret had landed a blow, though not with his blade, but he had hit his mark and heard well his opponent’s sudden loss of breath. It was a small victory, but it was one he had earned. 
Again Garret took the defensive and waited for Sirus to attack. It only took a second for the man to recover, and when he did, he launched another attack from overhead. Garret saw the assault coming and raised his sword to deflect yet another of the man’s blows. Garret was not prepared for what happened next, however. Just as the momentum from Sirus’s swing would have brought their swords crashing together, the older man twisted his torso and altered the path of his blade. Twisting his wrist and stepping slightly aside, Sirus’s blade swung down and around Garret’s defense. Because Sirus had had to alter his momentum and angle of attack, much of the swing’s power was lost, but he still dealt a great blow. Sirus’s sword drove deep into Garret’s thigh, only stopping when it hit bone.
Mind-numbing, agonizing pain assaulted Garret’s senses. His first reaction was a mix between a yelp of surprise and a snarl of rage. Blood gushed out from the wound in his leg and every time he placed weight upon it, a fresh shot of pain followed. Garret mentally washed the pain away, much as he had done during his stamina training. Where it had previously filled his mind now was numbness and rage. 
He recovered from the blow more slowly than he would have liked to, but was still able to deflect the next assault. Bleeding like he was, Garret knew his time was limited. It would not be long before the loss of blood would weaken him and his vision would begin to fade. Garret had to end the battle quickly. Sirus had dealt him a great amount of damage, limiting his ability to move quickly, but he had also done something else entirely. He had taught Garret that he did not necessarily need to stick with all the maneuvers he had been taught by Philip, but he could alter them depending upon the situation. It was a risk to leave yourself exposed as Sirus had done, attacking like he had. However, without risks, how could one enjoy the reward? 
Garret deflected yet another blow and then Sirus attacked again with a mighty downward swing. Garret knew if he tried to block it the way he had done before he would likely get a matching injury to his other leg. He therefore acted almost on instinct. Instead of blocking the strike, Garret let it come at him, as if he would make no attempt to thwart his opponent. Waiting until the very last fraction of a second, Garret rolled his shoulder back as far as he could thus causing the blow that was aimed to cleave his arm at the shoulder to slide down the front of his mail tunic causing nothing more than a few sparks. As Sirus corrected for the momentum of his sword, Garret lashed out viciously with a wide swing of his own blade. 
Sirus had not anticipated the move from his injured pupil and was delightfully surprised as the young man’s blade tore through his arm and chest, breaking one of his ribs. Pain did not affect Sirus as it did normal men. Sirus had received nearly every type of weapon-related injury known to man in battle. These days they barely slowed him down.
Blood gushed from both Garret and Sirus but now it was again an even match. Garret could not easily move or shuffle his weight, but Sirus was forced to wield his huge sword with only one arm. Both of them were well aware that the next man to land a blow would likely gain an advantage that would lead him to victory. Neither was yet ready to give the other that opportunity. Both men labored to keep pace with one another. Both of them bled profusely upon the ground. Each of them now was sweating heavily. Neither of them was relenting. They fought on, striking out time after time at each other, yet finding no openings. Again and again their blows were deflected. Sirus often changed his style of fighting from fast ferocious blows to slower, more precise strikes, but Garret was an apt pupil. He was able to quickly adapt and find a defensive style for each of Sirus’s attacks. 
They fought on for what felt like hours, neither of them gaining any ground. The wounds refused to stop bleeding with the constant exertion, but the flow had slowed to a trickle for the both of them. Garret was light headed, his vision blurred at the edges, his limbs heavy. Yet he refused to give in to defeat. He attacked time and again as the occasion presented itself, but it was to no avail. Every swing of his blade was greeted by Sirus’s defense. 
Garret thus far had been able to thwart every one of his leader’s attacks, but he was unsure how much longer he would last if the blood continued to flow. Garret knew if he did not end the match in a few minutes time it would end when he passed out. His muscles ached from the exertion, his leg was nearly useless, but he was not yet spent. Garret mustered all of his strength. It was time to take another risk. 
Deflecting yet another attack from Sirus, Garret waited patiently for the next swing to come. He lifted his blade high above his head in a stance that prepared him for both offense and defense. He had used the stance several times and knew it would not give away his intentions. As anticipated, Sirus swung his sword hard in a horizontal line aiming at Garret's abdomen. Garret waited until Sirus was beyond the point of no return, then, with all his might, he drove his blade down through the air. Both men landed their blows. Both blows ended the battle. Neither would be able to continue. As Sirus’s blade ripped through Garret’s side rending apart flesh and muscle and nearly half of his lower organs, Garret’s blade removed Sirus’s ear and continued down the side of his neck to cleave through the man’s collar bone, several ribs and his lung. Both men released their swords. Garret released his to attempt to hold his organs inside his abdomen before falling heavily to the ground. Sirus released his not of his own volition. Garret’s attack had nearly completely removed his good arm from his body all the way up to his collar bone. Garret blacked out. Shadows filled his vision and all sounds became muted, and he found much deserved rest. Sirus, on the other hand, though his lungs were damaged, yelled for Daniella to come see to their wounds before passing out himself. The battle was a draw. It had not been the victory Garret had hoped to claim, but he had matched a man with years of battle experience, and neither of them had lost or won.
 



*****
 
Philip and Zorbin stood across the field from where Sirus and Garret began their fight. Zorbin hefted his giant battle hammer in his hands knowing that with this weapon, any blow that landed true would end the match quickly. Philip stood opposite the dwarf and drew from his belt a pair of matching narrow short swords. Barely longer than a dagger, the entire weapons from point to pommel were only as long as the man’s forearm and hand. They looked dainty in comparison to the dwarf’s stout hammer. So much so that Zorbin actually grinned at his opponent’s choice of weapon. The truth was, however, that both of them held an advantage. Though the dwarf could probably end the fight with a single, good blow from his hammer, it was an unwieldy weapon, cumbersome in its size and fairly easy to anticipate. Philip’s blades were indeed short, requiring him to get dangerously close to his opponent to land a blow, but they were light and he was agile.
“Ready for a bit of fun, Zorbin?” Philip asked.
“Let us battle, you and I,” Zorbin replied,
Zorbin raised his large hammer until the head of the great weapon was over his shoulder. Lunging forward at his opponent, the dwarf swung the massive weapon down to crush his opponent’s chest. Only his opponent was no longer where he had been just a fraction of a second before. 
Dancing nimbly aside, Philip stepped out of harm’s way and darted directly behind the dwarf. Philip liked to play games with his opponents and, being so inclined, he pushed the tip of one of his small blades through a ring in the dwarf’s armor and pricked his back ever so slightly. The dwarf spun around immediately, swinging the massive hammer as he turned, building up dangerous bone-crushing momentum. Philip barely had time to leap back out of the path of the large weapon. In fact, it so nearly hit him that he could hear and feel the whoosh of air that followed the weapon’s track through the air. Philip decided quickly that he did not have time to play games with the dwarf. 
The battle continued with Zorbin swinging and missing Philip who nimbly danced just out of reach with each new attack. The massive hammer made the dwarf’s recovery slow, giving Philip plenty of time to retaliate after each swing with a strike of his own. Each time the hammer’s head swung past him Philip darted in. Shoving his pointed blades through the rings of the armor he would not only cut his opponent, but shear small sections of mail off with each blow. They fought on for a great while in this fashion and before long the mail that Zorbin once wore lay in tatters over his shoulders and he bled from dozens of shallow wounds. 
Zorbin needed to change his style of fighting or lose a prolonged battle. He quickly formulated a plan and waited for his opportunity, which came quickly enough as Philip was growing bolder with every strike Zorbin missed. Swinging his huge hammer horizontally to drive Philip back and away from him, Zorbin watched as his weapon once again missed its mark. But this time Zorbin was waiting for the strike to come. As Philip danced in behind Zorbin’s passing hammer to strike yet again, the dwarf released the grip of his weapon with one hand and, making a fist, used all his might and the momentum gained with the swinging hammer to drive the punch straight into his opponent’s sternum. The blow landed with a bone-crunching thud and Philip staggered back several paces to recover.
Philip was not used to actually getting hit. In fact since being blessed, the only ones to have ever landed a blow on him were his fellow knights in sparring. The inability to use his blessing annoyed Philip and he decided it was time to end the battle once and for all. No more games, no more opportunities for the dwarf. Ignoring the pain in his chest that came with each breath, Philip darted back into Zorbin’s range. This time when the dwarf swung his heavy weapon and missed, Philip drove one of his blades into the dwarf's side, burying it all the way to the hilt. There was a deep, thundering yell of pain as the blade slid into his flesh and then back out again, only Zorbin wasn’t the only one yelling. The painful cry came from halfway across the field in a deep menacing howl that penetrated the air like wind gusting through tall trees. Zorbin looked past his opponent who stood between him and the source of the sound. Philip was focused on the battle, the rest of the world was lost to him and he did not even hear the cry from behind him. If he did, he probably mistakenly thought it to be an echo of the dwarf’s cry bouncing back to them from the buildings beyond. 
Zorbin saw Xanth rise from the ground and, digging his long talon-like claws into the soil, he lunged forward into a dead run. Zorbin was watching Xanth’s approach which caused him to again get struck with Philip’s sharp blades, this time a quick thrust to his gut. The pain was immense, and pinpricks of light exploded in Zorbin’s eyes as he struggled to remain in the fight. Zorbin half doubled over in pain as a deep snarl cracked through the air. An image of Xanth upon Philip’s back flashed in Zorbin’s mind which, with the agony of his most recent injury, he could not help but think the image a welcome sight. He opened his eyes and stood erect once again to face his opponent. But just as Zorbin found his opponent, who was about to attack him again, he saw a black shape hurl itself through the air towards Philip.
Sinking his claws deep into the flesh upon Philip’s back, Xanth drove the man to the ground. The wolf was bigger and heavier than the knight and they came down in a bone-shattering crunch that sent both man and beast rolling across the ground. Xanth regained his feet first and again lunged at the man who had harmed his master. Philip rolled onto his back in time to see the giant wolf lunge at him again. Xanth came down, a fury of muscle, fur and claws upon Philip. Philip squirmed to break free of the giant beast, invoking his blessing as he struggled. With speed unlike any other living thing, Philip pummeled the animal that had him pinned to the ground with his fists to little avail. Now the wolf was snapping his jaws at Philip. Speed could not save him now, not when he was pinned to the earth with massive claws and immense weight.
Zorbin stood like a statue watching the event play out, unable to react to what he was seeing. He knew he should call Xanth off Philip but could not find his voice. He had never in his life seen Xanth act as violently as he was at this moment. He watched Philip wriggle beneath the great wolf, and watched still as the man tried to fight the beast, his friend, off with his fists. It appeared for a moment that Philip had given in. and stopping his assault on the animal, Xanth began to remove one of his huge paws from the man’s chest. 
Rolling to the side Philip attempted to crawl out from under the beast, but the wolf would not let him gain his feet. Bloodied and angered, Philip struggled in a rage to be free, and clawing at the ground to pull himself from beneath the beast, his fingertips brushed something familiar. He stretched as far as his body would allow and took up one of his razor sharp blades. Rolling onto his back to again face Xanth, Philip drew back his arm, preparing to strike.
“Release me!” Philip yelled in anger at the beast.
Xanth spotted the weapon and baring his razor sharp teeth he growled a deep menacing growl. The growl was cut short, quite literally, by Philip’s blade. What was a growl turned into a yelp of pain as Philip drove his blade up into the unprotected belly of the animal on top of him.
Xanth took his paw from the man’s chest and stepped back a pace. The blade had pierced more than one of his organs. Xanth whined like a kicked dog as he shrank to the ground.
Zorbin the dwarf watched as Philip plunged his dagger into Xanth’s underside and something inside him snapped with Xanth’s cry of pain. Power flowed through his body and his ability to move was restored. Fear for his lupine companion guided his actions and his mind and he strode forward toward his opponent. His lips whispered a few words silently into the daytime air. Zorbin was engulfed with light momentarily followed by a deep concussive boom in which the dwarf exploded, doubling his size, quadrupling his strength. When the light faded something clicked inside his mind as if a door had been unlocked and opened. 
Two things happened then simultaneously. First the power of Gorandor flowed through him, allowing him to sustain the blessing given to him by the god. Second he felt a presence in his head, a familiar presence and he knew by instinct whom the presence was. Seeking it out in his mind to make a connection, Zorbin located the consciousness of his friend Xanth who lay injured upon the ground only a few feet away. Linking himself to the beast mentally, images flooded through his mind of all the beast's memories and thoughts. Unable to stop the gushing river of images, Zorbin gave himself into the flow and allowed himself and his thoughts to be caught up in it. Now it was nearly as if the memories granted to him by Xanth were his own. When at last the two had melded together mentally, another flash of light exploded just paces away from Zorbin followed by yet another blast of sound. Xanth regained his feet. If he had been huge in comparison to other breeds of wolf before the transformation, he was a giant of a beast now. His newfound strength allowed him to ignore the pain of his injury and rise again to protect his master. As Xanth envisioned himself again pouncing upon Philip, this time a resounding “No” was heard within his head. The wolf turned his intelligent eyes upon his master who stood shaking his head. Xanth relaxed his muscles knowing well his master’s meaning.
Philip stood shaking in a mix of fright and excitement. The fight was over, of that he was sure. He didn’t stand a chance against both the wolf and the dwarf, especially now that they had been blessed. Philip did not know what to think of it. He had never heard of an animal being blessed by a god before, though it was the only explanation he could find for what he was seeing now. Attempting to regain his composure, Philip looked across the field to where his commander was supposed to be sparring with Garret. Instead he was surprised to see both of them upon the ground and Daniella working her blessing upon them. Looking himself over, Philip hoped Daniella was able to conserve some strength as Xanth had torn some deep gouges over a good portion of his body as well as broken some ribs, not to mention his sternum was crushed from the dwarf’s fist. Philip returned his gaze back to Zorbin who was now inspecting Xanth’s wound. They remained in their blessed form still, even though the battle was finished.
Zorbin watched Philip’s approach through images granted to him by Xanth’s eyes. The man approached out of concern, not aggression and so the dwarf made no move to oppose him.
“Are we finished here, Master Philip?” Zorbin asked in a deeper voice than was usual.
“Indeed we are, Zorbin. I am sorry for hurting Xanth but I panicked and saw no other way to free myself. Our sparring has concluded so you may return to your normal form,” Philip said, his voice filled with concern.
“I am afraid I do not know how to turn it off,” Zorbin stated simply.
“Hmm, let’s see if I can find a proper way to explain it to you. Try if you can to find the source of Gorandor’s power within your mind. When you locate it, focus on stopping it. Try to imagine yourself shutting it behind a door. That’s what I do. Then when I require my blessing again, I simply open the door,” Philip explained.
The excitement of battle ended, Zorbin’s pain from the dozens of injuries he had sustained returned. But as his pulse and breathing returned to normal he was finally able to focus and do exactly as Philip had told him. He located the source of the power without much trouble and imagining himself closing it behind a door he willed it to stay its flow, at least for the time being. As the mental door was secured in place, both he and Xanth shimmered briefly, then with a sharp snap like the coals in a fire crackling, they returned to their unblessed forms.
Looking across the field, Philip watched Daniella rise to her feet seemingly finished healing Sirus and Garret. As she crossed the field towards them he also saw both Garret and Sirus lift themselves into seated positions facing one another. Daniella arrived promptly with a big smile on her face.
“You guys sure put on a show today. There must have been a hundred children watching through the east gate.” Daniella stated her smile never leaving her face. “Any of you require healing?” She looked at the few remnants of Zorbin’s armor and the many puncture holes in his body.
“If it wouldn’t be too much to ask, I could use getting my sternum repaired,” Philip said with a smile of his own. “Zorbin there has several wounds that will need tending. Also, if you are familiar with animal anatomy, Xanth has a large gouge in his belly that will need tending as well.”
Daniella nodded and quickly knelt down beside Philip. Praying to her goddess her hands immediately burst forth in holy light and she reached up to place them upon his chest. Closing her eyes briefly she focused on her task and in moments she reopened her eyes. Still praying she stood and walked to where Zorbin sat stroking Xanth’s muzzle. Without so much as a second’s hesitation she again knelt to the ground and this time placed her hands upon the dwarf’s side. Her eyes closed once again, this time for much longer as she had to seek out several smaller, harder-to-locate wounds. Many minutes later she removed her hands from Zorbin’s torso and without repositioning or opening her eyes she reached over to touch Xanth’s body. This time her face scrunched up slightly, showing the strain of her concentration. Several more minutes passed and finally, her task complete, Daniella stopped her quiet prayer. As she did the holy glow around her hands dissipated. She opened her eyes and stood once again, her smile returning.
“I hope you are finished for the day as I fear I will be unable to do much more without some rest,” she said honestly.
“I believe we are finished here, m’lady. If you would care to take your leave of us for the day, feel free. We will need you well rested once again tomorrow here on the field,” Philip told the young woman.
“I will be here and ready, m’lord,” Daniella replied.
Without another word the young woman walked away in the direction of the vast stone courtyards of the castle. Philip watched her go for a moment and then turned, offering a hand to Zorbin. Zorbin accepted the offer gratefully and with Philip’s assistance rose to his feet. Xanth was in no mood to be left behind and he too stood to walk beside his master. They crossed the field to where their comrades remained sitting in the blood-stained grass.
“How did your match go?” Sirus asked Philip as they approached.
“It was a bit unmatched in the beginning, and terribly unmatched at the end,” Philip replied with a sarcastic grin.
“How did it end then?” Sirus continued his questioning.
“In defeat, as most battles do.” Philip again danced around a specific answer.
“So you defeated Zorbin. That is fine. How did he perform and how serious were his injuries?” Sirus persisted.
“Most of his injuries were minor. However, two would have needed immediate attention on an actual field of battle. But you might find it surprising to know that he was not the one defeated.” 
“Indeed I am surprised. He bested you in battle?” Sirus asked sounding astonished.
“Let me explain. The fight started much as you and I assumed it would. I was able to maneuver around his attacks fairly easily, until he got creative, that is. After tormenting him a while he decided to crush my sternum with his fist which, might I add, is quite unpleasant but not unbearable. Then I decided to stop my charade and end the fight. After I landed a few more crucial blows, I was caught by surprise by his ally here.” Philip gestured towards the giant wolf just paces away. “The tables turned dramatically. Xanth pinned me to the ground and then I made the biggest mistake of the battle, or perhaps the best decision. I lashed out and injured Xanth, which in turn caused Zorbin to receive his blessing from Gorandor. But wait, that is not all. Not only is Zorbin blessed but so is Xanth. It’s unbelievable! I have never heard of Gorandor blessing an animal before. I wish you had seen it. I was caught completely off guard as well as poorly protected against such a force,” Philip recounted rapidly, clearly showing how much the event had excited him.
“Truly Xanth is blessed as well? That is amazing. Well, as I was unconscious at the time, I must enquire what gift have you been blessed with, Zorbin?” Sirus asked, his own excitement hard to contain.
“First I think it is much like yours. I am granted size and strength. But there is something more and I think I now have a grasp on how it works. I think in some way Gorandor has linked my mind with Xanth’s. From time to time I see flickers of images from his point of view. It just started today. I do not know its limitations but I hope to test them. Also, I do not believe Xanth has been blessed so to speak. I think that because we are somehow linked, when I assume my blessed form he receives the blessing as well. At least at this point that is how I understand it,” Zorbin explained as best as he was able.
“Truly this is astounding. No matter how it works, your blessing is two-fold. I have never heard of such a thing in any of the histories. We must strive to learn your full capabilities and limitations as soon as we are able. Perhaps with some experience you will be able to communicate with Xanth more precisely,” Sirus said before pausing briefly to imagine the possibilities. “So, can you guess at how big you got or how strong in your blessed form?”
“It is hard to tell, Sirus, to be honest. I know I was much, much stronger. In size I would say near double which, compared to a tall human, wouldn’t be extremely large. But for a stout dwarf, nine feet is gargantuan!” Zorbin replied.
“We shall definitely set aside plenty of time to learn your limits. However, it will have to wait a few days. We already have plans for tomorrow,” Sirus concluded.
“Well I have to ask, Philip stated. You know of our battle, but how did yours go?” 
Sirus turned back to Garret seated just feet away from him and they shared a smile before Sirus answered.
“I would say we were fairly evenly matched. What I had in experience, Garret made up for with ambition. It was a draw if I could call it anything. Had it been an actual battlefield with overworked healers all the way behind the rear lines, I doubt either of us would have survived. Our sparring ended with me spilling Garret’s guts upon the ground and him nearly cleaving me in two from top to bottom.” Sirus stated the facts finishing with a grin. “He is indeed a quick learner and continually adapted to my fighting style, no matter how I altered my tactics.”
Garret could not help but blush at the compliment. He knew he was intelligent and he enjoyed this sort of training. But mainly he was happy to not have disappointed those who were doing the teaching. However, Garret could not help but feel a twinge of jealousy at the fact that Zorbin had received a blessing before he had.
 
 
 
 



 Chapter 3
Discovery and Desiccation
 
 
As Garret and Zorbin were learning the art of battle from their mentors, Seth memorized tome after tome of magical lore. Sara helped Seth whenever she was able, but often during the days she was preoccupied with other tasks and errands assigned to her by Judilanthaliz.
Jud, it turned out, was a very patient man. But even patient men have their limitations, and Seth feared time was growing short. If he was unable to show Jud any sign of a blessing very soon he and Sara would have to run. Sara had already seen to their escape plans, notifying the ever loyal Borrik of their situation. 
Seth didn’t want to run. The thought of spending the rest of their days hiding because of his inability to come to terms with things set in motion before his birth left him feeling empty. Sara deserved better, and Seth had already decided on a course of action to ensure that Sara and he were able to remain in service to the king.
Weeks had passed with Seth reading every document he was able to get his hands on. He was fairly certain at this point that he had read everything written on the subject of magic that existed here in the castle city. Now he felt it was time to put the knowledge he had gained from those countless tomes to work.
The sun had already faded from the single window in Seth’s small room. Sara had already visited, exhausted from her day of errand running, and had retired to her room to start again in the morning. Lighting a single magical candle, Seth knelt before his small desk, mentally preparing himself for the task ahead. Unsure if his plan would work, Seth took deep breaths to relax himself before his attempt to summon a god. He had always been fearful of the gods and the way they used people like pawns in a big game, but Seth felt that for some reason in this particular venture he had the upper hand. It seemed to him the goddess had chosen him to carry out some task for her, thus giving him something to bargain with. If he could manage to stick to the plan, in the presence of an all-knowing immortal, he knew that he could keep himself and Sara safe within the walls of the castle, and more importantly, keep them together. Closing his eyes, and imagining himself in the stone chamber with no doors or windows where he had first seen the goddess, Seth called out with every fiber of his being.
“Goddess Ishanya, I seek you out.” Seth prayed into the openness of the world around him.
A long moment passed, where in Seth’s mind he remained alone in the exit-less stone chamber. He began to second guess his attempt at summoning a goddess.
“Open your eyes, stop groveling on your knees, and face me like a man worthy of my presence,” came the goddess’ voice, stern yet musical, startling Seth into motion.
Seth actually jumped from surprise at the reply, but was quick to regain his composure and do as he was commanded by the goddess. Gone was the stone chamber from his mind. As his eyes opened to gaze upon the goddess once again in all her glory, he was unable to contain a gasp of shock. She was as beautiful as was possible for a woman in mortal flesh to be, but it was not her beauty that enthralled Seth, it was her attire. The goddess stood before him, a slender, petite woman with all the right proportions, only this time she came to him dressed for battle. She was covered from toe to neck in polished black armor. So polished was the armor its surface reflected the image from his solitary candle a million times, but so black were its depths that it seemed to suck what light there was in those reflections into itself, leaving the room feeling like a blackened abyss. Her hair hung loose about her shoulders, and in her hand she held a helmet of the same polished metal adorned with two large, curling horns. At her hip was strapped a long, thin blade, much like Seth’s own sword, only hers was obviously the better. The overall image would stay with Seth for all his days, both beautiful and menacing, a force to be reckoned with.
Seth gathered himself, put all his jumbled thoughts back into place, and prepared himself for what he must do. Taking a deep breath once again, Seth began.
“Goddess you honor me with your presence,” Seth stated looking her directly in the eyes before going on. “I have thought long and hard about your offer to serve you, and though I think it may be in both of our best interests for me to do so, I have some concerns that must be addressed before I can make my decision.”
The goddess stood without moving as if a statue newly erected in Seth’s quarters. No hint of life escaped her body but for the hint of a small smirk upon her lips. She was amused, and thus replied.
“Go on then. I have eternity at my disposal but forgive me if I do not wish to spend it here waiting for you to get on with it,” Ishanya said mockingly.
“I am sure you well know my disposition towards the gods, m’lady. They ask much and give little, they demand tribute and prayer, and much more from those who serve them,” Seth continued.
Ishanya’s smirk turned into an all-out smile at this point. Seth was playing right into her hands, and being impatient as she was for an immortal being, she finally decided she had heard enough.
“Listen to me boy,” the goddess interrupted. “I know your heart, as it was I who created it. I know your soul as it is I who gave it unto your mother’s womb. I know what it is you want and I know what it is that you desire, and that being so, I have no more time to listen to your petty grievances. This is what I offer you and it should be much to your liking. I desire no prayer from you. As if I want to listen to your constant grumblings! You need not call to me each time you require the power to perform. You need not erect temples for my worship or wear garb depicting my image. Your miracles will be created at your own hands, and you have no need to ever thank me for granting them.” The goddess paused to let the boy with his inferior mind catch up.
“What is the catch, m’lady?” Seth responded immediately.
“What I offer you is a nearly unlimited source of power, though it will take a strong mind and a strong heart to use it. You already have the capacity for its use. I only have to show you its source. I will give you the world as we gods see it and you may do with it as you wish,” the goddess stated in her melodic voice, the smirk returning to her lips.
“And what in return?” Seth asked bluntly.
“In return for the gift, I ask only this…” The goddess Ishanya paused briefly and with a slight nod continued. “You need not pray to me or erect altars or temples as I have stated. However, when you perform any miracle of magnitude where there are witnesses, simply tell them it is by my power and in my honor that you perform them. Also, if asked by anyone whom you serve, you shall tell them simply that you serve the goddess Ishanya. Does that suit you, young Seth?” the goddess asked, her smirk vanishing.
Seth thought it over a moment. This was basically the exact outcome he had hoped for, yet he did not have to plead nor bargain to reach this agreement. It made him all the more uncomfortable to think about it, but the goddess had said that she knew his heart, and as such he should have predicted her terms would be agreeable to his.
“So you do not require my devoted worship, but hope to gain followers through my actions?” Seth asked, already knowing the answer.
“That should be obvious,” the goddess replied. “So do we have an agreement? I have things to do.” Ishanya stated impatiently.
“I agree to your terms, Ishanya,” Seth said simply.
“Then it is done,” declared the goddess. “Go forth into the world and spread my glory through your deeds. If you should have need of me again, servant, then call upon me. But only if the need is great.” 
With that Ishanya was gone from the room. No mystical swirls of smoke, no flash of light, nothing but emptiness returning. Seth felt no different, and searching his mind he found nothing different there either. The goddess had told him to go out into the world, but it was getting late and he had a feeling tomorrow was going to be a long day. He quickly undressed and climbed into his bed. Passing his hand over the solitary candle in the room, its light snuffed out and all was left in darkness. 
Many long moments passed, Seth daydreaming about having endless magical ability without having to ask for it each time. Remembering the rush he felt on both occasions when he had channeled through him the power of another god, Seth could not help but feel excited. Tomorrow he hoped would be the beginning to a long, happy life with Sara. Now he just needed to decide how to tell her of his decision and discover this great source of power the goddess promised him. One daydream swirled into another as sleep overtook him.
Seth awoke with a start. His eyes popping open he sat up in bed, and he realized that no light was yet streaming through the lone window in his high tower room. Sitting perfectly still, listening to the silence around him, it startled him slightly when the handle on his door turned and Sara glided nymph-like into the room. Though he was always taken with her beauty, nothing could have prepared Seth for what he saw of her this morning. It was a vision, like Ishanya a few hours previous, that would be burned into his mind for the rest of his life.
The realization struck Seth instantaneously of what the goddess had told him the night before. He now had the vision of the gods and could see as they saw. Sara was there, the same as always, with her own natural beauty, only this time Seth was seeing her like he had never seen her before and the sight literally took his breath away. The only visual comparison Seth could imagine was the rainbow hue of lamp oil spilled in a puddle of water. It was as if a veil of millions of tiny gems in brilliant colors had been draped over Sara and infused within her very being. The image was astonishing. The vibrant hues appeared to pulse in rhythm to her heart and course through her veins, illuminating her entire body with such a myriad of colors Seth could not even begin to name them all. Finally able to regain his composure, Seth realized his eyes were watering, his chest was tight, and although his mouth hung wide open at the sight of Sara, he realized he had not taken a breath for several moments.
Sara stepped quietly into Seth’s room, and hearing him gasp she froze just inside the door to allow her eyes to adjust to the pitch black. She stood unmoving for a moment as Seth came into sight. He sat upright in bed, apparently staring at her. Sara swept her hand over the enchanted candle upon Seth’s bedside stand causing the wick to once again ignite with a small crackle and wisp of smoke. Returning her attention to the man she adored, she was immediately worried. Seth sat there, open mouthed, his eyes were bulging in their sockets and his flesh had taken on an unnatural bluish hue. Sara lunged towards the bed in an attempt to help in any way she could. Landing bodily upon the bed, half beside and half on top of Seth, Sara wrapped him in her arms.
Seth realized his current state at the same instant Sara had lit his candle. However, Seth had not been prepared for her lunge at him. The same moment Seth attempted to take his first breath, Sara landed bodily on top of him, knocking what little air he had managed to inhale right back out of his lungs, causing him to gasp yet again and begin a fit of coughing. Sputtering like a halfwit, Seth attempted to calm Sara who was beating upon his back with her fists as if he were choking on something, which is precisely what Sara thought was happening. Finally holding up his hands in an attempt to signal her to stop, and shifting his weight to dislodge her, Seth was finally able to take a full, uninterrupted breath. Feeling the tightness in his chest ease, he hurriedly gulped several deep breaths to fill his lungs as Sara looked on in utter bewilderment. Seth was not a small man and could not help himself but smile at the thought of the tiny, petite woman whom he loved trying to save him, and using every ounce of her body to do it.
“I’m glad you find this so amusing,” Sara said with mock seriousness. “I thought you were dying.”
“Perhaps I might have had you weighed a little more,” Seth laughed causing Sara to give him a stern look.
“Are you trying to say I’m fat?” Sara questioned, almost able to keep a straight face.
“Oh, you are absolutely enormous!” Seth replied, snatching Sara into his arms and rolling over to pin her beneath his weight and beginning to tickle her. Sara squirmed and giggled beneath Seth, half-heartedly trying to escape, yet all the while enjoying the one-on-one time with Seth they so rarely had these days. Seth too was enjoying himself, but he was also discovering things he never knew before. The first thing he discovered was when Sara’s heart sped up, so did the pulsing of the spectral light that infused her. The second thing was that Sara’s third rib was much more ticklish than her second or forth, of which he took full advantage.
After several minutes of laughs and giggles, Sara was panting heavily and begging for the cessation of Seth’s tickling with which he reluctantly complied. Plopping down beside her on the bed Seth pulled Sara into his arms, allowing her to calm her breathing, all the while feeling her heartbeat slow as the pulsing of her ethereal glow followed suit.
“I feel terrible,” Sara finally stated after she could breathe normally again.
“Why, my love?” Seth asked genuinely concerned.
“You are in such a good mood, when lately you have been so tired and stressed. I am afraid the news I have will spoil your mood, and I don’t want to ruin it,” Sara replied, worry sounding clearly in her voice.
“What is it?” Seth asked, and as she had predicted his light-heartedness began to fade.
“It's nothing we haven’t discussed a hundred times before, but we are running out of time,” Sara said.
“I know,” Seth replied. “What causes you such concern now, though?”
“I was running errands for Jud, and on one of my passes through his personal library, I overheard him talking to the head of the healers about you. I continued with my duties but paused in the hall long enough to overhear him say that he had obtained a position for you in the king’s library, seeing as you seem so fond of books.” This last part she said with a smile before continuing. “I asked around at the castle later this afternoon, and the current Royal Librarian rarely sees the outside of the library. Even his personal chamber is within the library itself. Seth, we have to leave now or we will never see each other!” With her final statement, Seth noticed she could hardly contain her tears.
“It’s going to be OK,” Seth tried to reassure the small teary-eyed woman he loved. “I have some news too, though I admit I don’t know how you will feel about it, and in retrospect I should have talked to you before I made my decision.” Seth’s eyes and voice pleaded for her understanding.
“What is it? Sara asked. “What did you do?”
Seth sighed deeply and tried to organize his thoughts as to how to best describe recent events. Deciding simpler was probably better, he began speaking.
“I decided, as you have probably already assumed I would eventually, to align myself with the goddess Ishanya. I was able to summon her and speak to her, and we came to an agreement.” Seth paused trying to gauge Sara’s reaction, though her face remained a stone mask, showing no sign of emotion. “Ishanya agreed to offer me her blessing, though unlike any other blessing I have ever heard of or read of before, and in return I do not have to worship her or pray to her. All I have to do is tell those who ask where I get my power that I am blessed by Ishanya,” Seth concluded.
“So then you have been blessed?” Sara asked and without waiting for a response continued her questioning. “Can you feel her power now? That is, if you don’t have to pray for it or ask for it? How does she benefit from this arrangement? How is it unlike any other blessing you have heard of?” Sara was obviously confused.
“I’m sorry, love. My description of events was a bit too direct, I suppose,” Seth said with a grin. “Let's see if I can fill in the gaps. I cannot feel her power, and I am beginning to think it is not her power I will be using to perform. She blessed me with what she called the vision of the gods, the ability to see the world, or perhaps life, as they do. I must admit that thus far it is a rather amazing gift. The best I can describe it to you is by telling you a little of what I have read and then telling you what it is I now see. Some philosophies about the gods, magic and the creation of the world say that all the gods pooled a portion of their own life force, their magic, or the essence of themselves into one reserve of energy. This energy is what they used to populate the world with life of all types. But greedy as the gods may be, they eventually began trying to subvert the different forms of life on the planet because they discovered that if one of them was worshipped by the life they all created, then when that life ended all the energy it contained would return itself not to all the gods who originally pooled their energy, but to the one god with whom the individual life had aligned itself.” Seth waited a moment until Sara nodded her understanding before continuing. “As for the vision of the gods, I believe they see not only the beings in the world, but they see their own life force within those beings, and that is the source of magic. When I look at you now, I see not only you, but also a faint glow within and around your body of every color imaginable. You are even more breathtaking now than before though I must admit that I never thought it possible,” Seth said with a smile.
“OK, so I look like a rainbow lantern,” Sara laughed. “But how does that help you to do magic, and what does she get out of it?”
“I think what Ishanya was trying to show me is that the power to do magic is all around us, but we don’t know how to access it. I am just guessing, as I haven’t yet tried, but I think on top of giving me the ability to see it, she has also given me the ability to extract it and therefore use it,” Seth answered. “As for what she gets out of it, I think it is fairly simple. She told me in exchange for not having to worship or pray that I must tell those who witness my deeds that I am blessed by her. My thinking on this is that she predicts that I will accomplish some amazing feat or another, and by invoking her name she will gather more followers and thus eventually more power.”
“OK, I think I understand what you mean,” Sara said after a minute to take it all in. “Do you think that this will solve our problem?”
“Honestly I didn’t know how you would feel about it,” Seth admitted. “You seem to be handling it well and I do think it will keep us together, yet to be honest I will have to do a little experimenting to see exactly how it is going to work.”
“I hope you are right, my love,” Sara said turning in Seth’s arms to snuggle her face into his chest. “But wait…if I am a rainbow lantern, what colors are you?”
“Wow, I hadn’t even thought about it,” Seth admitted. Unwrapping his arm from around Sara’s waist he held it up into the candle light. At first nothing at all was distinguishable with the low lighting and all the shadows. After a moment Seth slowly realized that it wasn’t shadow at all that was concealing the ethereal glow within himself; it was simply that his glow was the same color as the shadows that covered him nearly completely. His aura was describable as nothing other than black, the absence of light.
“Mine is black,” Seth said, slightly concerned.
“So, if I have not sworn loyalty to any god in particular and I look like a rainbow, and you now have sworn loyalty to Ishanya and your glow or whatever is black, then would it be safe to say that those whose allegiance is to a different god may then be a different color?” Sara asked more or less just thinking out loud.
“I think that you are probably a genius, just one more reason I love you, and I will try and find out later this morning,” Seth answered.
“So are you going to tell Jud today?” Sara asked.
“I think I will avoid him until I know more about what is going on, but I will tell him as soon as I can prove it. But even then I believe it best to be cautious about just how much we tell anyone,” Seth replied, deciding to himself that before the next night fell, he would learn the secret of accessing the power of the gods.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4
New World, New Rules
 
 
Sara left Seth with the coming of daylight, and knowing that Jud would be roaming the halls of the tower soon, Seth dressed quickly. Leaving his room he swept silently down the hall to the staircase. His every intention was to leave the mage’s tower as quickly as possible, unseen, and lose himself in the city to research his newfound abilities. But a few floors down and Seth was already finding his curiosity hard to contain. It also became very readily apparent that Sara’s insight might have very well been correct. Seth noticed that all the mages he passed while traversing the many flights of stairs only had two different colors of auras. Those who wore the red robes conveniently had a crimson-toned aura that hinted of golds and yellows. Those who wore the white healing robes carried an aura of a pale blue hue, so faint was the tone that it was nearly white like the robes that adorned them. Those two particular auras would be easy enough to spot out in public, Seth thought, as he finally made it to the base of the great staircase and stepped out into the street.
 
The gates to the castle complex lay open and multitudes of people roamed the castle grounds freely, carrying out one task or another, and Seth was immediately overwhelmed. He had somewhat prepared himself for what he was expecting to see, but it was obviously apparent he had no idea what to expect. It wasn’t simply that he had not properly prepared himself for the discovery that not only all the people now glowed in a multitude of auras, but so did the animals, the grass, the trees, the birds flying over head, even the ground itself appeared to have a peppering of its own. This, although visually stunning and unexpected, was not at all what overwhelmed him the most. It was apparent now that not only could he see the hundreds of auras around him, but he could feel them, as if they called to him, constantly tugging at the corners of his mind, reaching out to him from every part of the courtyard, from every direction, including the sky above and the ground below. Seth needed a smaller test sample, something he could wrap his mind around. 
Deciding upon a new course of action, he bent his head low, and pulled his cowl down over his face, shielding his eyes from all that now glowed around him. Hiding the view helped him to relax, but he could still feel the multitude of auras calling to him. Taking a deep breath he headed straight towards the main gate, eyes on the ground. Finally crossing the threshold of the iron gate, Seth lifted his head and easily spotted a destination, huddled back down and trudged hurriedly forward to the nearest inn.
Stepping into the inn, the smell of ale and food assaulted Seth, making him realize he was both hungry and thirsty. He quickly located a table in the corner facing into the room, giving him a clear view of everyone else in the establishment. There were eight other customers this morning as well as the bar tender and a young waitress. Seven of the ten Seth assumed swore their loyalty to no god, as their auras were much like Sara’s. Both the bartender and the young waitress had auras that swirled somewhere between purple and dark blue. The remaining aura in the room belonged to an older man, and his was a brilliant emerald green. 
As Seth waited for the waitress to make her rounds and come to his table to take his order, he took a few moments to open himself up to his surroundings and sift through what he was feeling so as to try and make sense of what was going on. Seth noticed several things after calming himself, all of which he committed to memory. First, although there was a limited number people in the room, he could still feel the pull from other auras, but whether they were outside on the street passing by, or further away, Seth could not determine. What he did notice, however, was that the pull was greater from those in the room with him than from those separated from him by the stone wall of the inn. Those closest to him physically created the greatest pull, though the difference as far as he could tell was miniscule from one to the other in this small of a space. 
Next Seth closed his eyes. He knew visually what the room and the people in it looked like, and using that as a guide, was able to isolate mentally the pull of each individual aura in the room. What surprised him was that though seven people in the room had what appeared to be identical auras, each had its distinct, unique feel to it. Opening and closing his eyes several times, he was able to confirm what he felt when his eyes were closed, and with only a few minutes’ practice, he realized that he could actually track the progress of the waitress through the room with his eyes closed by using the other auras in the room like physical landmarks. Seth was beginning to get excited. Already he knew the implications of the importance of this new ability. As a test, Seth remained seated, focused inward, feeling the auras in the room, and opened his eyes just as the waitress came to a stop in front of his table.
Since this was the first meal he had had outside the tower in what seemed an eternity, he overindulged himself in a large breakfast of eggs, salted pork and porridge, washing it all down with honey mead. Seth ate quickly and quietly, finding himself chewing on multiple occasions with his eyes closed, feeling those around him rather than seeing them. So far, the entire transformation seemed to be completely logical. Those who worshiped individual gods had particular auras. The world as the gods saw it was filled with the power they used to bless their chosen champions. That being as it was, Seth then could only assume that the power the goddess promised him was wrapped up in the world around him, and as far as he could ascertain it was only available in the living creatures of the world. Seth realized that he had stumbled upon the catch. Gods made no dealings unless it benefited themselves, and Ishanya had willingly given Seth all he had asked for, even without him actually asking for it. 
However, there was a catch or a price, so to speak. It hit Seth like a brick wall, realizing all too well that in order for him to use the power of the gods to perform feats of magic, he was going to have to siphon the spark of life, given by the gods, from the living beings around him, effectively shortening their lifespan or killing them all together. Sadly Seth knew without even a thought against it that if this was the price he would have to pay to spend the rest of his days at Sara’s side, no matter the consequence, no matter how it wrenched his guts, twisting his insides, he would do it to be with her. Though being a man of morals, Seth could pick and choose those he siphoned from, sparing the kind and honorable, taking that which he needed from the greedy and evil of the world. Knowing this in his heart, Seth paid his tab leaving an appreciative tip for the young waitress, and set out on his way to discover precisely how he was to siphon this power from the world of the living around him.
Seth already had a destination in mind, and headed directly toward the city wall at a brisk pace. It was difficult to completely ignore the hundreds or perhaps thousands of tendrils tugging at his mind on his way to the city wall, but the further Seth walked and the longer he was exposed, the more he realized that like with the sounds in a busy marketplace, he could tone out the constant nagging feeling pulling at his mind. It took quite some time to walk the distance from the castle walls all the way to the city walls, but Seth passed the distance and the time with little exercises using his new mental abilities. Before long he could walk long stretches of road without bumping into another person, all with his eyes closed. He also discovered there were several different color variations of auras walking among the public of the castle city, and, to his surprise, before he came to stand at the city gates he had already become able to differentiate between the variations by feel as well as sight.
Finding himself at the gate he simply nodded to the guards and walked straight through into the countryside beyond. The city guards generally were used to keep people out, not keep them in. Seth turned left directly outside the gate, following the giant stone wall around the city and hiding within its shadow. Sighting a small stand of trees surrounded by shrubs and other foliage, he altered his route and made directly for the cover of the trees.
Seth stood below the canopy of a half a dozen young trees, completely hidden from view from the guards patrolling along the top of the city walls. The trees, the bushes, the grass, the soil, everything around him radiated the same rainbow hue of those people who had sworn no loyalty to a god with a barely perceptible difference between people and plant. Seeing this Seth rationalized that if he was to end life in order to perform magic, he would rather end that of plants, insects or animals if the power they contained was the same as in people. Being that it was the power of the gods who created all living things, Seth determined it would matter little where he siphoned his power from, so long as he had a source.
“Better to start small,” Seth said aloud though only he was there to hear it. 
Sitting down and closing his eyes, Seth focused his mind on the aura of the grass beneath him. First he felt the tugging of all the life around him, pulling at his mind. Patiently he waited, focusing and sorting until he had isolated just the grass beneath him, or so he hoped. So far this day Seth had done all he could do to ignore the tugging at his mind from the auras around him. This time however, focusing solely on the aura of the grass at his feet, Seth relaxed mentally. Reaching out with his mind Seth grasped at the aura that was the single focus of his conscious mind, and was immediately reminded of the pure bliss he had felt when Ashton had sent a god’s power through him. Elation held Seth in thrall as he used his mind to entrap the spark of life given to the grass beneath him by the gods. Feeling the grass’s aura with all his being, Seth tugged at it with his mind and felt its bond with the life it sustained give way. Immediately Seth felt the energy explode into him, rushing through his body, his mind, his soul. It invaded every inch of him, intertwining with his own dark aura. Pure pleasure overtook him and he bathed in the glory of the power of the gods. 
Pleasure, however, turned quickly into panic. Seth felt his limbs begin to stiffen, he yearned for the feeling of the sun on his face, and he was unbelievably thirsty, his throat and mouth becoming more parched by the second. Seth realized he had made a vital mistake, one Ashton had warned him of many weeks ago, and he realized too that if he didn’t act fast, it would be too late. The thrill was over. Seth was being attacked from within, and so he focused consciously inward, preparing a cell within his mind. He could easily distinguish his own aura from that of his invader, and he worked quickly to separate the two. He grasped at the foreign aura, stripping it from his own, little by little, and imprisoned it in the mental cell he had created for it. With each portion he captured and contained, his body altered. Breathing became easier, then his thirst diminished, and finally as he locked away the last of the plant aura he had consumed, his muscles relaxed and his joints eased, allowing him to move once again. Though safe from immediate danger, Seth could feel the energy brimming within him, struggling, searching for a route to escape. He had learned one very important lesson; the spark used by the gods to create different kinds of life was infused with that life’s characteristics, and he must be cautious to contain whatever life he consumed lest he be consumed by it. This revelation also decided for Seth his next course of action.
Standing up to stretch after his near life-ending experiment, Seth saw precisely that which he feared would be the cost of his power. All around him, the grass lay destroyed. It had not withered and turned brown to regain life at a later time, but had become nothing but a blanket of gray ash upon the soil around him. Standing and moving about caused the ash to rise up in plumes, only to settle again after a moment at his feet. Seth now knew for certain the cost of his decision, and he knew that eventually the burden of that decision would be laid fully upon his shoulders, but for now it was the only path he saw available to him. 
Seth seated himself once again to begin his next self-taught lesson. He already knew what to expect this time, and feeling the life force of the grass within him seeking a way out of the prison he had placed it in, he released it to once again ravage his body from within. Seth spent several hours releasing and recapturing the aura of the grass inside himself, perfecting the art of not only diffusing it from his own aura, but also entrapping it and containing it. Seth was satisfied with his lesson when he could distinguish his aura from the other instantaneously, and at the same time contain it with ease. By the time Seth was done it took so little effort it was like second nature. Even more than that, Seth had discovered a means of mentally storing the energy in a way that he no longer felt the grass’s aura trying to escape. It was within him, trapped, until he sought it out, and when he did seek it out, it was just as he had left it. Feeling satisfied that he could now siphon and contain the power he was meant to use, it was time for his next lesson.
Seth had studied every tome and scroll he could get his hands on about spells and performing magic. He knew well the symbols and incantations used by both the red-robed war mages as well as those used by the healing white robes, but instinctively he knew that his power was different. The power of the other mages was loaned temporarily by the god of their worship at the time of spell casting. Those mages used their prayers to ask for the power, and their symbols and incantations to focus their mind as to what they needed that power to do. Seth did not need to convey his intentions to any god, and as for focusing on purpose, the incantations and symbols were just a means to memorize a specific use of the power. In his own mind, Seth believed he could perform without using such rigorous and tedious methods. 
Like he had done before when channeling Ashton’s power, Seth believed he had the ability to bend the power to his will to perform any task, so long as he had sufficient energy stored to complete it. He did not know, however, how much power it would take to complete any given task. That knowledge would come from practice. Practice required time, and time was something both Seth and Sara were running out of. 
With Sara in mind, Seth decided upon his first test. Reaching into his coin purse, he pulled out a single silver coin. Holding the coin in the palm of his hand he held it before himself, focusing his gaze on the face of the coin. Imagining the process of the coin’s alteration, Seth focused inward and released the aura once belonging to the grass, channeled it outward towards the coin in his hand. Pleasure embraced him. The flow of the spark of life through him was exhilarating, a feeling akin to none other he could imagine. As expected the coin in his hand twisted and stretched, sharp edges became round, the images on the coin smoothed and a new image began to take shape. Before his task was complete, however, the pleasure that coursed through him with the magic was gone, leaving his experiment unfinished. He had already exhausted his reserve of energy and was not even able to complete this small task. 
Although disappointing, this failure opened the door to yet another experiment. Seth needed more power. Focusing on the hundreds of auras around him, he chose three. First he leeched the life from a tree of the very grove he sat in, feeling the life surge into the mental cage he had created for it as he watched the leaves wither and crumble to the ground, adding more ash to the blanket on the soil. The tree’s trunk remained, taking on the gray hue of death common to trees. Next Seth focused his mind on a colony of insects some distance from the protection of his grotto, and beginning one by one, then hundreds at a time, he extinguished thousands of tiny lives, pouring each of their auras into yet another cage of his making. Finally Seth searched his mind again, seeking out the aura of his next victim. Locating and isolating it, he tracked it with his eyes closed, his head turning this way and that as if he could actually see the beast at this distance. The aura was one of the furthest away from him that he could isolate. He knew it to be an animal as it moved quickly darting one way and then another. He did not know what type of animal it could be. Perhaps a rabbit or fox, maybe even a dog of some sort. It was of no consequence what type of animal it was. Seth needed to test the range of his ability. 
Reaching out mentally Seth located and grasped at the life supporting the animal. Unsurprisingly it was much more difficult to get a firm hold at this distance. Focusing more intently, Seth threw his conscious at the beast and ripped away its life, sucking it into his own being and locking it away quickly. Sweat had beaded on his forehead, and his limbs trembled from the effort of reaching so far, but even physically shaken as he was, it taught him that he did indeed have limitations.
Seth relaxed for many minutes allowing his heart rate to return to normal and the shaking to go away. Once rested enough to continue, Seth again held out the now blank piece of silver in his palm. Focusing again on the process of creating the finished product he had in mind, he released the trapped life of the tree from within. Again the metal twisted and heaved, this time portions of the face of the coin began to rise and fall to create a new image. Seth focused himself on the tiny details of the coin and watched as they were reproduced from his mind onto its surface. Just before the final detail was scribed into the metal, again his power failed. Without hesitation Seth concentrated hard and unleashed the collected auras of the insects. The final detail on the face of the coin completed, Seth turned it over and began to smooth the opposite side. This time Seth realized he could feel the power waning as he neared expending the last of it. With this realization, Seth unleashed the aura of the animal he still contained and was amazed by the result. The exhilaration was ten times that of the plants and insects. It infiltrated every pore of his being with pleasure. More amazing than this was the concentration of the power. Seth completed the coin with a single thought, performing more work in an instant with the aura of the animal than all the other work he had carried out with the grass, the tree and the insects. Not only had he completed the coin, but he had to recapture the remaining power left from the animal’s aura.
Feeling very satisfied, Seth turned the once coin over and over in his hand. He had created a stunning silver charm. It was teardrop shaped with an image of himself on one side and an image of Sara on the other. The craftsmanship was near flawless, even a master silversmith would be hard pressed to recreate the details Seth had imparted into the small piece of silver. More importantly, Seth knew Sara would love it.
 
Seth felt he had learned enough for the day, enough at least to prove himself to Jud if need be. He had taught himself to locate and track individual auras, and how to siphon them. He had also learned that he should judge the distance carefully else he could possibly overexert himself in the process. On top of that, Seth had realized that all the knowledge he had gleaned over the past weeks about performing magic was basically useless to him. Most importantly, he had discovered a major flaw in his previously ignorant, but very hopeful, thinking. He could indeed use plants and insects to perform magic. However, since neither plants nor insects required much energy to sustain their lives, they did not provide a practical source for Seth to siphon from. Animals however proved different. Most game animals could live for a dozen years or more, and needed a lot of energy to sustain that life. That was a lot of energy that Seth could use. 
Before leaving the small grotto Seth delved inward once again to seek out another source of energy. Locating two more nearby animals he leeched every ounce of life from them, locking it away in his mind for further use. Standing up, and dusting the ash from his clothes, Seth headed out from the small grotto feeling that this day had been a success. Stepping free from the cover of the trees and brush Seth was startled to view the actual carnage he had done. Gone was the grass for a dozen yards in all directions from the grotto. A perfect circle of ash surrounded the area, leaving a great deal of evidence as to the destruction he had sown upon the land. Seth had a feeling that this was not to be the worst of his deeds, but he held his head in reverence as he left the devastation behind and headed to the city gate.
Seth passed through the gate unchecked and made his way back towards the castle. The auras were everywhere, but now it seemed as though they were just another part of life and he did not need to focus in order to tone out their constant calling to him. He arrived at the castle with some daylight yet left, and deciding he had no reason to rush back to the tower, he went out of his way to pass by the Knights of Valdadore’s training area in hopes of catching a glimpse of his brother. His hopes were quickly dashed as the grounds stood empty. Light was fading, so he turned himself in the direction of the tower he called home (at least for now) and walked at a brisk pace.
Seth entered the tower, and climbed the many stories of stairs to his level. He strode across the stone floor, head held high, knowing he had found the answer to his and Sara’s dilemma. Rounding the corner to his room he froze mid-stride, nearly colliding with Jud who was apparently standing guard outside Seth’s chamber door. Sara stood silently with Jud, her head hanging low like that of a berated animal. Judilanthaliz too was in an abnormal mood. Jud was a man who was usually quick to smile, and though his duties were generally thankless, he performed them without complaint and with a light heart. This was not the case today.
“Where have you been?” Jud demanded in a tone akin to Seth’s father’s when angry.
“Outside the castle,” Seth replied, deciding honesty, at least to an extent, was his best option.
“Sara apparently has more loyalty to you than she has to myself. She refused to tell me where you were except that you had been blessed but that only after threatening to send her to work elsewhere in the castle” Jud said, his frown deepening.
“I am truly sorry Jud,” Seth began. “You should have been the first to know, but I had to test my blessing out, to be sure it was real. I wanted to know for certain before simply stating that which I had not yet confirmed. Sara knew neither where I was, nor what I intended.” Seth lowered his head in shame. He truly respected the old shield, and knew now, in retrospect, that he should have done things differently.
“In that case…,” Jud responded turning to face Sara, “I owe you my apologies, young lady. I should have not questioned you the way I did. It was only my concern for you both that led us to this moment.” Jud finished turning back to face Seth. “Did you discover what you intended?” he asked.
“Yes. It appears my blessing is indeed candid, but it does not appear that I will become a shield like yourself,” Seth answered, hoping that this revelation would not disappoint the man who had taken him and Sara beneath his wing.
“Well, to be honest, I had little hope of you following the same path that I have, as few ever have. But if it is not to be your path, then with which god have you aligned yourself?” Jud asked, wondering where the boy might be sent for training.
“A god who has little following in these times. A goddess rather,” Seth corrected himself. “I have been blessed by Ishanya.”
“Truly?” Jud asked, but continued before Seth could even nod. “What exactly does this blessing entail? I have read histories in the past that tell of many blessings bestowed by Ishanya. However I must warn you that if my recollection is correct, those blessings could not be heavily relied upon.”
“I have read the same histories, which is why I went out to test my blessing today rather than come tell you,” Seth replied.
“Now I see the reason for your decision. I still see it as misguided, but none the less, I would be lying if I said I would have done otherwise with the knowledge I have of that particular goddess,” Jud responded, his normal grin returning.
“As for my blessing and its abilities, all I can honestly tell you is that I can perform magic but I know not its limitations yet,” Seth answered, being as vague as possible.
“I see,” Jud replied, his brows sinking as he was momentarily lost in thought. “What were you able to discover about your abilities today on your foray outside the castle?”
Seth knew he had to be cautious with this answer. If he gave too much information, some might fear him and try to lock him away, banish him from the kingdom, or worse, kill him. Kill me? Seth thought, I have power over life and death, who could possibly kill me?
But then again, if he gave too little information, Jud might not take his blessing seriously, or might even be suspicious of him. It was a fine line.
“As I said, I don’t know yet what all my limitations are, but if I were to compare myself to anything, I would say that my blessing is similar to that of a red robe, with a wider range of abilities,” Seth answered, still being vague.
Jud was wise beyond his years and knew Seth was not being completely open with him, but knew also that the truth always comes out in time.
“What spells can you perform that are beyond the capabilities of a red-robed battle mage?” Jud asked with skepticism in his voice.
“I can perform every spell they can,” Seth replied now beginning to sound a bit cocky. “On the battlefield my talent would be most useful, as my foes would simply drop dead at my feet.” Seth ended, and liking the sound of his own abilities spoken aloud. He stood taller with pride, perhaps even defiantly.
“They simply drop dead at your feet?” Jud asked, a quizzical look on his face. “How exactly do you accomplish that?”
Seth had already composed an answer for such a question, and was ready to respond without hesitation.
“It is similar, yet the opposite, to what our white robes do. Whereas they can venture into a body to repair damage to save a life, I can venture into the body to create damage and end the life.” It wasn’t true to Seth’s own knowledge, but then again it wasn’t exactly untrue either, as he hadn’t actually tried that particular ability yet. However it would perfectly explain bodies simply dropping at his feet.
“Sounds like quite a ghastly ability,” Jud replied, his tone of a man saddened by loss. “I’m sorry such a blessing of death has been bestowed upon a young man with yet so much life to live. However, if this is true then I must prepare a meeting, talk with the other masters, and speak to the king to see how you might best serve the kingdom.” Jud replied, life springing back into his antiquated frame. “Sara, go visit the heads of the orders, as well as the king’s assistant. Tell them we must meet this very evening,” Jud commanded.
Sara simply nodded, and with a quick smile to Seth, dashed down the hall and down the steps. Seth tracked her aura all the way to the bottom of the tower with his mind, losing track of her when Jud began to speak again.
“I do not distrust you, young Seth, but can you assure me that what you said is true?” Jud asked, sounding worried once again.
“I can Judilanthaliz. I swear to you that it is true, and I can prove it,” Seth replied, already giddy in anticipation of the pleasure the magic coursing through him would bring.
Seth raised his hands, palms facing upward toward the ceiling. The evening had turned night during their discussion, and the hall grew darker by the moment. Seth focused his mind on his task and unleashed the god’s power that was left over from the first animal he has siphoned from. Fireballs exploded to life in each of his hands, levitating a fraction of an inch above his flesh, yet causing no harm. Judilanthaliz’s eyebrows rose in shock at the sudden display but he remained watching intently. Seth refocused his mind and altered his mental task. The flames in his hands crackled and snapped, exploding again to consume Seth’s entire body in flame. Though at this moment appearing a human torch, the flame did not actually touch Seth’s body or his attire, instead it danced around him, a protective field, but this display was to be short-lived. Seth felt the power waning, and not wanting to use up the other reserves he had stored, he refocused his intent once again. With a thunderous boom a shockwave exploded from Seth, sending Jud staggering backwards as all the flames encompassing Seth immediately extinguished, and the tower shook with proof of the birth of a new breed of mage.
Judilanthaliz stood open-mouthed, a mixed expression of fear and amazement etched upon his face. Many moments passed before he could bring himself to speak.
“That was a very complex process you completed. To alter a spell once cast is difficult for the oldest and most learned of the mages. What confounds me the most is your lack of preparation. I did not see you pray. I heard no chanting and you did not perform one symbol. How is it that you do this with so little effort?”
“I believe the best answer is the simplest,” Seth began. “Ishanya has made the power I need to perform magic readily available at all times. I need not pray for it, as she has told me she does not want to be hassled with my prayers. As for incantations, chanting and using symbols, those are just means of focusing the power to perform one specific task, whereas I suppose I feel the power as more of a fluid that I mold to whatever purpose I need. I know of no real limitations to my abilities as of now, but I have had very little time to experiment.”
“I see,” Jud responded, obviously still pondering all he had witnessed. “This is indeed quite amazing. I want you to join me at the meeting tonight. I have a feeling some of the others may want to speak to you. Speaking of which, why don’t you come with me to the castle now? That way we will already be there when the king has time to give us audience.”
Seth agreed with a nod, still reveling in the joy coursing through his veins from his latest spell. Jud continued to ask Seth simple questions about his abilities all the long way back down the many flights of stairs and out across the expansive courtyard to the castle proper. Seth, having had little time to learn the limitations of his capabilities, had to concede to Jud that he simply did not yet have most of the answers the old shield wanted.
The castle, which was the home of the king, his council, masses of other lords and ladies and a myriad of servants, was an impressive yet foreboding structure. It was built with elegance, but designed to defend. The upper walls were lined with murder holes through which the movement of many guards could be glimpsed with torchlight reflecting off armor. The walls were not only tall, but impressively thick, made with giant stones a hundred men could not have hoped to move. These walls were just the first line of defense, for beyond the first massive gate was a courtyard that gradually narrowed to another wall, and another gate. Beyond the second gate was yet another courtyard surrounded by tall walls, patrolled by guards and this one too narrowed, becoming barely as wide as three men at the final gate. Seth realized, as could anyone walking this path, that to attack the castle proper with troops would be suicide. The entire entrance with its ever narrowing gates and courtyards was designed as a pinch point for any army seeking entrance, allowing fewer and fewer men to advance as a unit the further they gained ground. Seth could imagine the carnage that would be laid upon any attackers from the walls above.
Judilanthaliz guided Seth through the many gates and courtyards, gaining access through each checkpoint with a nod from the guards as he approached. Jud was well known here, but anyone else hoping to be admitted would be stopped and questioned several times before arriving at the door to the castle itself. Seth strode along beside Jud taking in the sights, having never seen a castle before. He was amazed to see the stark difference he encountered when entering the building itself. Outside was dark, imposing and geared toward a military life. Inside the castle was just the opposite. Light beamed everywhere from large sconces piled high with candles; not a corner or niche inside any room they passed was sparingly lit. It was as if the sun had been brought indoors and held captive to light the palace. 
Many rooms they passed held groups of people talking quietly, or enjoying the warmth of a fire. One particular room Seth looked into as they went by was filled with young children seated upon pillows on the floor as an elderly woman read them a story. Seth could not help but smile as he saw that life inside the castle was the same as everywhere else. In fact, it kind of made him miss home. What he wouldn’t give to sit in front of one of the great fireplaces his father had built in the inn where he had grown up, and talk to his father, brother and their neighbors who were like family to him.
Seth snapped out of his reminiscing as Jud turned abruptly and led them down a narrow corridor that ended at a spiral staircase that appeared to go up forever. In reality it only went up a couple of floors. The illusion of an unending staircase was created by the highly polished floor at the base of the stairs in combination with a highly polished ceiling at the top reflecting the image of the staircase back upon itself a thousand times. Seth was happy to find he wouldn’t spend the rest of the night climbing stairs.
Reaching the top of the stairs, Jud knocked upon a massive wooden and steel door with a large knocker that hung from its center. Though the door could easily accommodate three men walking abreast, it swung silently open from the inside where a guardsman in dress ceremonial armor motioned them into the room. This room was much akin to those on the first floor, so bright it might have been lit by the sun itself. 
Upon entering the room Seth was surprised to see many important figures already waiting in the chamber. The heads of both the white and red robes stood in the corner talking in hushed tones, and Judilanthaliz strode across the room to join them. Also there were what appeared to be high-ranking military officials as well as several couriers, all awaiting admittance to see the king. Seth, not knowing what else to do, walked over to the heads of the different orders of mages to see if perhaps he could learn what awaited him.
Approaching the three older mages, Seth could hear Jud relating something to the other two. He couldn’t make out exactly what the man was saying as Jud’s back was to him, and they spoke barely above a whisper. The only words, Seth could be sure of as he approached were, “I’ve never witnessed such skill in one so young.” Judilanthaliz stopped abruptly as one of his peers looked past him, signaling the boy’s approach.
As Seth came within earshot, each of the three mages turned their gazes upon him, and Seth could not help but to note the different emotions that played across their faces. Jud still had a look of earnest amazement upon his, whereas his companions showed more skepticism. They already doubted his abilities, assuming, of course, that they were just boasts by the old shield. Seth swore silently that, given the chance, he would leave them slack-jawed, staring in disbelief at the feats he was capable of.
Before Jud could introduce Seth to his companions, a young man entered the room from the chamber beyond and respectfully motioned for the heads of the orders of magic to follow him in. Seth noted immediately that the boy had sworn no allegiance to any god, but then again this boy must be about the same age as himself and, until yesterday, neither had Seth.
Whereas Seth expected them to be entering a grand room with the king seated upon a throne, he was as much relieved as disappointed to see that the chamber they were meeting the king in appeared to be more of a library or study as opposed to a throne room. Each of the mages bowed low to the king, so Seth followed suit. The king was as Seth remembered from The Choosing. However, this night he wore no armor, and seated behind the desk piled high with scrolls and papers, he looked as ordinary as any other person to the naked eye. Seth, however, could view the man as the gods viewed him. The king’s aura was so bright it was distracting, to say the least. It poured from the man, seemingly barely contained by his mortal flesh. The king was a blessed man who could apparently call upon his blessing whenever he so chose and it was awe-inspiring to those who could see it.
Removing his gaze from his king so as not to make him uncomfortable at his staring, Seth picked up on another aura in the room tugging at his attention, and this one he already knew. Turning to the corner behind him and to the right, he saw Sara sitting quietly in a chair, silent, unmoving. She could not help but smile though, Seth having noticed her in the room.
“Gentlemen, you know there is no need for formality here. My old friends, please come in and tell me of this amazingly talented young mage that Sara here has been so kind to speak to me about. Wait now, is this him?” the king asked, noticing Seth behind the other mages.
“Yes majesty, this is he,” Judilanthaliz replied dragging Seth by the arm out to stand before the king. Seth could not help but feel as though he was on trial and tried his best to look dignified.
“Sara here has been telling me much about you,” the king began, a natural grin upon his face. “Sounds to me like you are quite the honorable young man. Having rescued Sara herself from servitude to an abusive drunk, protecting your friends and brother from the hands of an elusive goblin, and staying here in the city for many weeks hoping for a blessing when you could have run away like so many others would have. Such a loyal young man. Tell me, Seth, are you as loyal to the kingdom as you are to those close to you?” The king asked. This was obviously the king’s main concern. No matter how powerful or weak a mage may be, in the right hands, under the right conditions, any mage could be a force to be reckoned with. Seth knew the king would not appreciate hesitation and replied quickly.
“Yes, your majesty.”
“That is very good to hear indeed…Seth,” the king stated, pausing before his name as if to see how it felt to say it. “What can you tell me about your abilities as I have heard very little about them?” 
“Unfortunately, your majesty, at this point I can tell you little about them other than this. I need not pray, chant or use incantations to perform spells. The magic is like fluid all around me which I can mold to serve my purposes. I can manipulate the magic like others cannot. I can change its purpose at will to the best of my knowledge. I have used it to kill, though only animals, and I can say that my range for this purpose is quite large. I can do it silently, at will, and my target simply ceases to live. I have also used my gift to alter physical items, though I must admit that this ability is more taxing than others. Other than that, I have only been blessed a very short time, and have had very little chance to experiment.” Seth felt somewhat giddy hearing the words come from his mouth and seeing the affect they had upon not just the king, but also the other mages in the room.
“I am told that you serve Ishanya, a goddess of old with few followers. Is this also true?” the king questioned further.
“Again, to be honest,” Seth began, “the answer to your question is both yes and no. I don’t know how most others’ blessings come about, but Ishanya came to me, and offered me her blessing on these terms. I need not pray to her or beg of her for the power I need to perform. Instead I need only tell those who witness my deeds that it is by her will that I can perform them. In exchange, she has promised me the power I need to perform, always readily available, without hesitation, without question.” Seth finished, happy with his choice of words.
“I see,” nodded the king. “So at this early point in your career, do you feel the goddess is upholding her part of the bargain? I only ask because the histories say she is an unreliable goddess.”
“Thus far I believe she has indeed done so. The power to perform is available. I can feel it coursing through my veins even now,” Seth replied, reaching within to feel the power he had locked away inside him, simultaneously seeing the other mages’ jealous looks.
“I feel questioning will only take us so far, Seth. Don’t you agree?” the king asked, but continued before Seth had time to reply. “I think we should arrange a test. White robes are tested constantly as they master their craft, whereas red robes are tested periodically to see the limitations of their talent. However, if it comes to you as naturally as you say, I am thinking we should arrange for you a more complex test with several different levels of difficulty, that is, if you feel up to the task?”
“Yes, your majesty, I am indeed.” Seth sounded not only confident but excited.
“Good then, we shall have it arranged. Will you need long to prepare?” Again the king was assessing him.
“No your majesty, I will be ready as soon as you have everything arranged,” Seth replied.
“Good then we shall have it organized for tomorrow, and I shall send a runner to fetch all of you when it is prepared. Is there anything you require to be at your test Seth?” 
“No your majesty, but if I may make a request?” Seth hesitated, to wait for the king’s response.
“You may,” was the answer.
“Could Sara, the priest from Ishanya’s temple and my brother Garret attend?”
“I see no harm in that,” the king replied. “Where can we locate your brother? I am assuming he is in the city?” 
“Yes, your majesty, he trains with your knights,” Seth answered quickly.
“Ah, so you are the brother of one of my knights? That is terrific. I will have to see if he has departed the castle yet. However, if you are as talented as you say, whether he is available to attend tomorrow or not will matter little. If you pass your test, you will join myself and your brother on the battlefield in very short time. I will dispatch messengers in the morning as for your instructions. I look forward to seeing you all tomorrow. Now go and get some rest.” This last statement from the king was aimed at all those in the room, for as he said it he rose from his desk and looked at each person.
Bowing low, as they had done when they entered, all the mages, Seth and Sara took their leave from the room. Sara and Seth rushed ahead of the mages. Sara seemed to be very familiar with the castle. Seth presumed that her daily duties led her here more often than not. The other mages fell behind, walking slowly together, and speaking once again in hushed tones. Generally mages were tested by those of the same order, those who were senior and more powerful. For some reason however, the king wanted to test this pupil himself. Seth was excited, if not just a little bit worried. Neither he nor Sara spoke all the way back to the tower that was their home at least for the time being. They climbed the stairs together, hand in hand, and reaching their floor proceeded to Seth’s room to talk.
“Aren’t you scared about tomorrow?” Sara blurted out as soon as she sat down beside Seth on his bed.
“Not particularly,” Seth replied honestly. “I have no idea what I may be facing, so I see no sense in getting all worked up about it. If anything I am excited about it. This could really turn things around for us, and I may get to see Garret,” Seth finished enthusiastically.
“Do you have any ideas as to what the king might have planned for you?” Sara asked.
“Not really, but he did seem to take particular interest when I talked about killing.” Seth remembered the king’s eyebrows rising when he said he could kill silently at range.
“Speaking of which, I understand it may be a necessity, but I don’t know how I feel about you being a killer, even if it is just animals. Still, I suppose if you had been chosen for the red robes, the knights or the army, it would be much the same as this. I hope that whatever happens tomorrow, we are able to end it together,” Sara said, working through her feelings aloud.
“As for the killer part…” Seth began. “Yes, it is unfortunate, but it is going to be a necessity. It is in essence how I get my power. Unlike everyone else with a blessing, who is temporarily loaned the power from the god they serve, my power must be siphoned from the power given to each living thing at birth. This you cannot tell anyone. It is my understanding that every living thing, when brought into this world, is given a finite amount of the god’s power. As we live we slowly burn through that power and as we use it, it returns to the gods, until it runs out and we die. If we die prematurely, that power which we had left departs our body and is returned to the gods. All living things to my knowledge have the power of the gods inside them, plants, animals, insects and people. Now here is where it gets interesting. The gods are at war. They each gave a portion of themselves to create life here. Each god wants to be more powerful than the others and the only way they can recoup more power than the others is to have people swear fealty to them. A person that worships no one god still contains the power of all the gods, but when a person swears themselves to a single god, the power within them transforms itself to the power of that one god. That being so, all the energy of that person is eventually returned to that one single god giving him or her a small portion greater than the rest of the gods. Do you follow what I am saying?” Seth asked watching Sara’s expression.
Sara nodded her understanding, and after a few moments’ contemplation began to speak.
“The power you talk of, do you think that is our soul? 
“I don’t know. I believe they could be one and the same, now that you mention it, but I have no real way of knowing.” Seth answered as best he was able, but realized this gave him something more to ponder.
“If the gods are at war with one another, but their war is actually over our power as you call it, then each time there is a war here, the winning army actually serves the losing god, assuming of course the two factions worship different gods. Yet most blessings are geared toward war. It doesn’t seem to make sense,” Sara said pondering the complexity of it all.
“I hadn’t thought of that at all,” Seth admitted. “You amaze me with your insight. It is odd, though, that a god would bless its followers to help them win wars when in doing so it is actually helping its adversary in the heavens. I am no scholar, Sara. All I know of the gods is from the same books you have read, but there has to be some incentive behind it.” Seth seemed deep in thought as he spoke.
“I’m sorry, my love, I did not intend to weigh you down with questions when you have such an important day tomorrow,” Sara apologized with a grin.
“No, my angel, we have an important day tomorrow. I have a feeling our lives are about to change dramatically. I’m not frightened at all. I’m certain that this is my path. Ishanya needs me, and in needing me, she will not allow me to fail,” Seth declared with what bordered on arrogance. “I should probably rest. I have a feeling I will need to think quickly tomorrow.”
“Are you kicking me out?” Sara asked with a giggle.
“Absolutely not!” Seth said grabbing Sara and pulling her down upon the bed and wrapping his arms tightly around her. “You are my prisoner for the night. Now prisoner, I suggest we get some rest.” After a little squirming, some tickling and a few giggles, Sara relented and eventually followed Seth into sleep.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
The Blessed and the Blessing
 
 
The fourth day had arrived and Garret awoke with mixed emotions about it. He was both excited and anxious to see what the day would bring, already knowing all too well what was in store for his training this day. Garret rolled out of his bed and stretched, and gathering his clothes given to him by the order of knights he now served, he dressed quickly in the loose pants and tunic that they generally wore under their armor. Pulling on his boots and tightening the straps, Garret then rose from his bed to face another grueling day of sparring.
The previous day had very literally nearly killed him, and having to hold his guts in his bare hands to keep them from spilling on the ground was something he did not hope to ever have to do again. Garret swept his fingers through his chestnut hair, allowing it to naturally part and fall as it wanted. Approaching his door as if to leave, Garret paused for a moment to test his vanity, and looked into a mirror that had been provided for shaving. Garret had little use for the mirror for, as large and developed as he was, a beard was yet beyond his capabilities, and thus he took the mirror and holding it at arm’s length appraised his body.
Garret was both impressed and a little startled by what he saw. Somehow, without even his own notice, he had changed dramatically in recent weeks. He had been well muscled when he arrived for The Choosing, but now he was immense, almost overly large. Muscles bulged from places he didn't even know he had muscles, each one of them so well defined it was as if they were chiseled out of stone just below his flesh. His jaw appeared more square, his neck nearly as thick as his now enormous thighs. Weeks of training day in and day out accompanied by enormous meals had added dozens of pounds of muscle to his frame, and for an instant Garret almost did not recognize himself looking into the mirror.
"What have I become?" Garret asked himself aloud. Pondering not only his newfound body, but also his attire, he knew in his heart he had become a Knight of Valdadore. Only one thing remained to seal himself within the order of legendary knights, and Garret swore to himself and to Gorandor, the god he now worshipped openly and freely, that he would prove himself worthy of not only a knighthood, but also of the blessing the god had yet to bestow upon him. Putting the mirror down, Garret left his room.
Garret entered the dining hall to find Philip, Zorbin and Xanth already eating breakfast, and realized that he too felt famished. He seated himself with them, and found to his astonishment that a large platter of breakfast foods had already been placed there. Talking casually with his comrades, Garret consumed the large meal, hardly chewing so as to conserve time and energy, as he had become accustomed to doing as of late. Letting Garret finish, his companions waited patiently knowing the meal would disappear in short order, and all turned to acknowledge Sirus as he entered from the main door just behind them.
"You men ready for some more sparring?" Sirus asked in his normal, jovial tone.
All three of the men at the table nodded, but Zorbin, looking a bit concerned, stood to meet Sirus as he approached.
"Do you think it a fair match, with me being blessed by Gorandor, and Garret still awaiting the blessing?" Zorbin asked in his deep guttural tone.
"A fair match indeed," Sirus assured them. "Just as Philip and I did not use our blessings yesterday, neither shall you today."
Zorbin nodded his understanding but pursued his questioning further.
"What if I am unable to control the blessing? It is so new to me I do not wish to accidentally invoke my blessing and in doing so irreparably harm Garret," Zorbin protested.
"I have taken that into account," Sirus replied. "I believe today will be a test for the both of you in more ways than one. I also ask that you do your best to convey to Xanth that this time he must not intercede on your behalf."
Zorbin again nodded his head in agreement, his braided beard bouncing with the motion, and he strode down the table to where Xanth laid, his head on his paws, dozing lightly. Scratching behind the beast's ears, Zorbin whispered quietly to the giant wolf, then thinking better of his actions he simply visualized his thoughts in his mind as images. Raising his head, Xanth nodded his agreement. Though the others in the room simply saw Zorbin and the wolf, eyes focusing on one another, all knew that the message was being relayed and none were surprised to see Xanth nod his head in understanding. That done, Zorbin returned to his seat, and seeing Garret’s meal finished he picked up his tremendous war hammer. Garret took this as a sign and he too rose, as did Philip. Sirus gestured to the door and all four men filed outside into the sunlight together, Xanth sliding through the door behind them just before it closed.
The sun was already cresting the castle walls, and Daniella could be seen approaching the sparring field, her white robes gleaming in the early morning sunlight. The four men intercepted her at the edge of the field, each greeting her politely as all honorable men should. Sirus quickly summed up the day’s plan, explaining not only to Garret and Zorbin but also to Daniella that the day would consist of three matches, and the best two out of three would be considered the victor. Daniella assured Sirus that if after any of the matches she felt too weak to heal the men, she would send for another healer to assist her and so it was decided that there was no time like the present to begin.
Both Garret and Zorbin walked to the middle of the field, eyeing each other eagerly. They realized this was not solely a competition between them, but also a competition between their leader Sirus, and the knight Philip, to see whose pupil would be victorious. They also knew that this would be a lesson to them both, not only in weapons training, but also to one of them in humility. Reaching the center of the field both combatants raised their weapons and looked back to their instructors for the affirmation to begin but it appeared the two men were deep in conversation and were not paying them any attention as of yet. They both continued to watch as Xanth padded up to Daniella, who now sat in the grass behind Sirus and Philip, and they continued watching as the giant beast lay down and rested his head in her lap silently begging her attention. Sirus at last turned to them and gave the command to begin, and from there on out never took his eyes off the men, barely sparing the time to blink.
Seeing that the moment had come, the two opponents began to size each other up. Zorbin was the shorter, but his long-handled battle hammer made up for his natural disadvantage of reach, and Garret made for a very large target. Garret realized that Zorbin, being significantly shorter than he, was a much smaller target, but knew also that the heavy war hammer was unwieldy at best and should leave him ample chances to strike. Thus after many minutes circling each other, both felt they had a slight advantage.
Hoping to get an early blow in, Garret swung his large sword parallel to the ground as if to cleave the dwarf in two. Using this as only a feigned attack, he did not put his body into the swing, so as Zorbin brought his hammer down to deflect, Garret twisted the blade up gracefully to miss the hammer entirely, aiming a blow for the chin. Zorbin hadn’t seen the attack for what it was and realized a fraction of an instant too late his error. Leaning back on his heels he tried to avoid Garret's blade, but the downward stroke of his own hammer inhibited his ability to dodge the blow, and the point of the blade cleanly split the tip of his nose in two, spraying the dwarf's face with blood.
Zorbin took note of his failure, and focused himself further for the battle, his facial wound already forgotten. Yesterday the dwarf's opponent had swept in and out past his lumbering hammer to deal damage, and Zorbin had learned much from that fight. He adjusted his grip on the long handle of the hammer, shortening his swing, but also giving him greater control and better reaction time. This slight change of tactic also would allow him to use the great spike on the handle end of the hammer to his advantage. Garret recognized Zorbin’s change of tactic, but though he had hoped to dance in behind the heavy hammer and deal damage in between the dwarf's swings, he now realized that he, not the dwarf, had a greater reach with his weapon. Garret feigned another attack, swinging his large sword down from overhead. Zorbin moved to intercept, but just before their weapons met, the dwarf lunged in, ramming the great spike into Garret's gut, causing Garret to release the sword with one of his hands, and the swing to go wild. Garret never saw it coming, and being already possibly mortally wounded, his time was limited. Using his entire body, Garret threw his weight into the dwarf, the spike still lancing through his organs, knocking the dwarf off balance and causing him to stumble back several steps. Garret quickly assessed his wound and realizing it was very deep, but not overly large, reckoned he still could fight on for some time. 
Changing his approach, Garret again raised his great blade above his head as if to attempt the same stroke. As before he brought the large blade down as if to cleave his opponent’s head in two. Again Zorbin raised his hammer to intercept the blow, and thought to lunge in again, just as Garret pulled his swing off center and he himself lunged. Slowing the stroke mid-swing, Garret thrust, driving his blade with the weight of his entire body straight through the dwarf’s shoulder. Glancing off the bone, his blade made no more than a large flesh wound and Zorbin staggered back from the attack, disengaging the blade from his flesh. Garret was crafty and Zorbin knew now not to underestimate him. Being more determined than ever he charged back into the fight, raising his hammer to deflect a blow already thrown by his opponent.
 



*****
 
Sirus kept his distance, intent on the battle. He watched as his newest knights were forced to adapt again and again to each other’s fighting styles. He knew he had chosen them well. Perhaps it was luck, but Sirus believed a man made his own luck, and so he knew that it was more than mere chance that had allowed him to choose a man within minutes of meeting him to train as a knight. Some men had what it took, others simply didn't. Both of his charges had it. They both had more than able bodies, both were apt students, and both could think on their feet. But most of all, both were open to greater beliefs than themselves, allowing them to join a greater cause than themselves, allowing them to welcome a god into their lives who could fill them not only with power, but also the ability to do more and be more than a normal mortal man. So Sirus watched his charges, caring not who won or lost, only caring what they learned, but most of all hoping his plan would work.
Philip on the other hand was much closer to observe the action. Moving at speeds only he himself could comprehend, he danced around the two knights-to-be, and witnessed the battle from every available angle. He sped round and round them, watching as each of them found openings in the other’s defenses, trading blow for blow, each waiting for the other to make a mistake. Philip was impressed at how fast the two had learned. With mere days of training, Philip mused, he could put either of these boys up against any other common soldier with years of training and know that Garret or Zorbin would be victorious. So it was with a little amazement that Philip careened around the battlefield watching the fight as no other person could hope to see it.
 



*****
 
Both Garret and Zorbin had landed many blows, none of which were immediately fatal. However, the sums of their wounds were beginning to take a toll on the each of them. Garret's stomach knotted uncontrollably as he was constantly forced to use his abdominal muscles, which inconveniently had a hole ripped straight through them, but even so he stayed in the fight, bringing his blade again and again to swing at the dwarf who refused to relent even for a moment. Zorbin’s shoulder, although merely a flesh wound, slowed him down immensely. Since it was his dominant arm that was the one damaged, Zorbin now had to calculate his swings carefully so as not to do himself more harm with the great weight of the hammer, and he practiced caution not only when attacking but when defending as well. One mistake could leave his shoulder useless, and thereby make his giant hammer unable to be wielded efficiently. 
The human and the dwarf battled on for over a half an hour, both of them sweating profusely and bleeding from many minor wounds. They slowed, not only due to the great exertion, but also to the loss of blood. Both knew that their time was limited, and neither wanted to wait to see who lost consciousness first. Garret again was on the attack, swinging repeatedly, trying to land another blow on the dwarf, but Zorbin brought his hammer up to deflect every single attempt. Zorbin was on the defensive, and Garret knew he would have to take a risk to land a strike that might lead to his victory. 
Dancing back a step, Garret raised his blade above his head but also over one shoulder to bring the blade down in a great sweeping arc diagonally, hoping that if his opponent tried to intercept the attack, his blade might still glance off and land a decent blow. Heaving the blade down with all his might, Garret stepped back into range of the dwarf who again did something unexpected. Zorbin knew the next hit might well determine the battle, and tiring as he was, decided to try something unorthodox. Holding his hammer mid-shaft he swung the head to one side and behind his back with both hands. Just as Garret began his sweep down, Zorbin swung the hammer from behind his back with all his might, slightly loosening his grasp on the handle. The great weight of the hammer's head along with the centrifugal force of the swing caused the hammer to slide further out from Zorbin’s hands, fully extending the reach of the weapon. Once in full swing, with the loss of blood and the wounds he had sustained, there was no way for Zorbin to stop the war hammer and so he lent all his strength to the swing. As Garret stepped in, bringing his blade to fall upon the dwarf, the hammer hit the human square in the ribs, shattering all of them on one side and driving their shards into every major organ of the man. Dealing the blow came with a great cost, and even as Garret was defeated, the power of his swing brought his sword to meet its intended target driving it through the dwarf's uninjured shoulder, completely removing the arm from the socket.
Garret had seen the blow coming too late. His momentum carrying him forward, the diagonal swing of his blade pulling him into the path of the war hammer, there was simply nothing Garret could do. Committed to his attack the best Garret could hope for in that last instant of battle was a draw. The last thing Garret saw when he blacked out, besides the stars exploding before his eyes, was his opponent kneeling over him, one arm hanging uselessly at his side.
Daniella and Sirus raced across the sparring field to where Garret had fallen. Zorbin and Philip knelt over their fallen comrade but quickly made way for the healer who was already praying as she neared. Falling to her knees beside Garret she placed her hands upon the fatal wound at his side and immediately she burst into radiant light. She delved into his body with her mind, the power of her goddess at her command, and retrieving all the shards and fragments of the man's ribs she quickly mended them back together loosely to keep them out of her way. She then worked to restore his left lung that had taken the worst damage, and within moments had it repaired enough so that it not only stopped bleeding, but also no longer leaked air to fill his chest cavity. His heart still beat, but there was a tear in one of the main vessels that left the heart and with each struggling beat he bled more internally. Mending the tear completely she continued to the other lung which had sustained little damage. She repaired the small punctures caused by bone fragments and then helped his body to reabsorb the blood that pooled within him, once again giving his lungs room to breathe. Garret's heart began to beat normally, if a little slowly, and his breathing became less shallow. 
Now that Garret would live, Daniella turned to her side where Zorbin knelt. Placing one hand below his shoulder wound, she lifted the useless arm back into its proper position, and placing her other hand above it she began mending the ragged edges of bone, tendon, blood vessel and muscle back together. Again many moments passed and each witnessed as the dwarf's useless arm gained color once again, then sensation, and finally Zorbin regained full use of the limb. Assured that neither of the men would now die of their wounds, Daniella sat back on her knees, taking a moment to rest and regain her composure.  Just a moment before she had felt faint. Sweat still glistened on her forehead and her hands trembled slightly.  She needed to pace herself. Sirus's wound the previous day had been much worse, but even with such an injury, Gorandor’s power could sustain Sirus for a long period even with such a mortal wound, so Daniella had been able to take her time in his mending. Garret was as yet unblessed, forcing her to hurry, expending herself quickly. She sat motionless for some time, her head tilted back, eyes closed, waiting for her body to calm, yet continually praying to her goddess. 
Time passed. Everyone remained silently watching and listening for signs of life from Garret. He lay motionless on the ground, his chest barely rising and falling, ever too slowly. Daniella finally recuperated  and opened her eyes. She peered at Garret, still chanting softly, as if appraising his remaining wounds. Returning to her duty she laid her hands upon his abdomen, and delved inside him to assess the damage. Here the spike of the battle hammer had pierced him deeply and the very toxins of his own waste spilled slowly into his belly, poisoning what little precious blood there was keeping him alive. Daniella prioritized quickly and closed the gaping wounds to the man’s intestines. Next she burned away the infection already beginning to grow within his belly, and then she helped his own body cleanse his blood and absorb the waste that had pooled in his gut. She could not create more blood for his body to pump precious air and nutrients to his entire body, but she could force his marrow to create the blood faster, and so she poured her energy into the task. 
Slowly Garret's blood was replenished and color began to return to his face and extremities. Seeing she was nearly done, Daniella mended the abdominal wall and finally his flesh healed back together, leaving no trace of the wound. All major repairs done, she quickly and methodically went about healing all of his minor cuts, bruises, strained ligaments and tendons. Completing the task, she then turned back to Zorbin, leaving the human to regain consciousness on his own.
Garret found himself in his childhood, running though Vineleaf, Seth at his side, both of them returning home from an afternoon playing in the fields. Today they had played soldiers, and Garret had bested Seth time and again with his wooden sword. Garret just knew he was the bestest sword fighter of all the sword fighters in all the world, and Seth agreed with him. The image faded and before Garret had completely registered the memory he sat before the hearth in the inn that was his home. He found himself sitting upon his mother's knee and smiled up at her and she smiled back. Seth sat on their mother's other knee listening intently to someone talking, telling a tale of a battle. The only thing Garret heard before the image was lost to him was a single name. Gorandor. Next Garret was sweeping the floor behind the bar of the inn. It was past their bedtime, but both he and Seth worked slowly at their chores so that they could overhear the tale of a great battle that had been won to the south. An old hunter spoke to their parents and neighbors telling them of the heroic deeds of the Knights of Valdadore, whose actions had saved countless lives...
Darkness overtook Garret and another image flashed in his memory, a recent memory of an old man whose grace defied his age, and whose melodious voice held all enthralled, including himself and his brother Seth, at an inn only weeks ago as he sang a song about past and upcoming battles. The only word Garret actually recalled from the tale at this moment was Gorandor. One last image flashed within his mind; it was The Choosing ceremony, where all the themes of all the memories continued. As in all the other reminiscences that flashed before Garret's eyes he was again with his brother, and he himself was now being chosen to serve the Knights of Valdadore, who all worshipped Gorandor. The image hung longer than the others in his mind and then dissipated as Garret, accepting his new role in life, left Seth to stand behind as he walked to meet his new brothers. Garret seemed to understand the message his memories where trying to relay. Perhaps it was his subconscious mind putting together that which his conscious mind refused to realize, but none the less Garret understood. Though both of them had wished to stay together, to look out for one another, the twins had grown up, each choosing their own path, each going their own way as all adults must. Garret needed to put his childish worries behind him, knowing full well that Seth was able to take care of himself and that gave Garret the ability to focus solely on his own path. The realization broke Garret away from his childhood cleanly, and with it now behind him, everything else seemed to fall into place.
Daniella lay in the grass resting for more than an hour as the knights nearby talked and jested, all waiting for Garret to come to. From time to time his eyes would flutter behind his lids, and both his breathing and heartbeat had gained strength quickly. All of his wounds healed, Daniella assured them it would not be long before his mind accepted that his body was mended and he would reawaken feeling quite refreshed if perhaps a little groggy. Just as promised, little more than an hour had passed from the time Garret had fallen in mock battle that his eyes opened slowly and he sat up quickly, as was his strange fashion.
Everyone gathered around him, asking about his well-being and if he felt any pain, if he was strong enough to stand, and so on. Garret surprised them all as he quickly got to his feet as if nothing had ever happened. Garret in turn asked Zorbin how he was feeling. Both  reassured that their opponent was once again in fighting condition, asked Sirus if they might move on to round two. Sirus gave his approval after asking Daniella if she was also prepared  and she assured them that she was. 
Garret and Zorbin walked a short distance away and began circling one another once again. As before, Sirus watched in silent hopefulness as Philip whirred around the combatants.
Garret knew he had lost the first round, but was neither ashamed nor angry. Instead he committed each of the dwarf's tactics to memory and prepared himself for another battle. Garret decided to play this fight quite differently from the last. He learned quickly from his mistakes, and swore to himself to not repeat a single one of them. After all, Zorbin had already won one match, so winning this match would give him the two of three he needed to be the overall victor. Garret was not yet ready to give the dwarf that victory.
Zorbin and Garret circled each other over and over again, but this time it was Zorbin who made the first move. Swinging his battle hammer in a wide arc he hoped to end the battle quickly this time with another devastating blow to the ribs. Garret easily sidestepped the swing and lunged in to make a quick jab to Zorbin’s thigh. It was a shallow thrust, but Garret’s strike hit its mark drawing first blood for the second time. Zorbin yelped at the sudden pain, but true to form launched another attack of his own, this time bringing the giant hammer down from overhead in an effort to crush Garret's head or one of his shoulders. Instead of simply stepping aside this time, Garret pitched both forward and to the side, making no effort to strike but forcing Zorbin to change the course of his blow, arcing it now sideways to follow the form of his retreating opponent. Realizing the downward and sideways force of the hammer’s swing would likely carry the blow to either his thigh or knee, Garret once again lunged forward, directly to the dwarf’s side. Zorbin readjusted his footing, rising to his toes to allow the momentum of the giant hammer to spin him in an effort to follow Garret’s moves. Just as Garret had hoped, the dwarf fell for his ruse. With him now on his toes, Garret lunged and threw his shoulder into the dwarf, dislodging the smaller man from his feet and sending him careening away, trying to regain his balance. Garret pounced in for the attack, this time slashing a great gash across Zorbin’s ribs, flaying flesh from bone. Zorbin seemed not yet to notice the wound and spun to retaliate but before he could bring the cumbersome hammer to deal a blow, Garret had again retreated back a pace and off again to the side. 
Zorbin thought he had now discovered the man’s tactic and quickly created a plan to thwart it, as he had done in the previous battle. But Garret hadn’t applied himself to a single idea for this battle, instead deciding to remain fluid, adapting constantly as the fight progressed. As Zorbin came at him with another great blow of the hammer, expecting him to once again sidestep and strike, Garret propelled himself forward into a somersault. Rolling up and under the dwarf’s swing, Garret drove the pommel of his great sword into the dwarf's throat, crushing his vocal cords. Before Zorbin could react Garret again dove out of range, regained his feet and turned back as if to charge in again. Zorbin’s throat had begun to swell and his airway to constrict rapidly. He was unsure if the swelling would continue to completely block his windpipe. He began to panic. As if in a berserker fury, the dwarf rushed Garret, raining blows with the war hammer this way and that. Garret was hard pressed to deflect them all and instead chose to retreat. He dodged this way then that, falling back a few paces then advancing forward a few, then back to the side, always keeping the dwarf moving in different directions, trying to keep him off balance. Zorbin had yet to land a serious blow, but in his fury he had received a few more minor injuries where Garret had found a small opening and decided to jab him with the point of his blade. But worse were the consequences of his own actions. Zorbin’s heart was now hammering with the exertion of wielding the giant hammer in such a furious fashion, and as such his vocal cords swelled more rapidly. Within moments Zorbin could draw no air. Terror seizing him, as it had the day before, unintended Zorbin silently invoked his god, simply asking Gorandor to guide his next attack. 
That was enough to open up the flood gates to the god’s power within him. As the dwarf swung his large hammer for the final time, Garret danced back a step, taking himself out of range, but then a concussive boom sounded. The dwarf and his weapon doubling in size placed Garret directly beneath the now enormous head of a hammer that was already falling to make  a blow that would take Garret beyond even the ability of Daniella to save. Garret again had no options. It was too late, and the weapon too large to dodge, so acting on instinct Garret closed his eyes and mumbled what would probably be his last words.
"Gorandor protect me," Garret barely whispered.
In answer a second concussive boom sounded on the sparing field, and Garret exploded, just as he had done in the inn a few weeks ago when he had been lent the power of a goddess by his friend Ashton. This time Garret's transformation had the will of his own chosen god behind it and with the explosion Garret expanded. He felt the massive hammer strike him not in the head as he had feared, but in the chest. When it hit a deafening ringing sounded and the head of the hammer shattered, raining shards of tempered metal for dozens of yards in all directions, such was the force of the blow. Garret stumbled back, expecting every second to be the last, waiting to lose consciousness. Stumbling backward Garret realized his feet were slow to follow as if he were sinking into the soft soil of the ground as he tried to regain his balance. Unable to stop his own backward momentum with his feet no longer beneath him, Garret tumbled onto the grassy field with a thud. Somehow he remained conscious, and slowly, realizing he wasn’t dead or even dying for that matter, as he lay on his back Garret looked down to assess the devastating damage to his chest, but all he saw was his tunic. The tunic was soiled with dried blood from their first battle earlier in the day, but no new blood soaked its surface now. Not believing what he was seeing, Garret reached to pull up his tunic to inspect what damage hid beneath it, but he stopped before he could even grasp the cloth. His hand gleamed like polished silver, completely encompassed in armor from the tips of his fingers all the way up his wrist to where his tunic hid his forearm. Garret hadn't remembered wearing any gauntlets today, and that's when it struck him. He wasn’t wearing armor, he was armor. As everyone rushed to Garret's immense body lying still on the ground, Garret simply held up both his hands and stared at them, realization striking him as he pulled up his tunic to see the same reflective metallic surface shining upon his abdomen and chest.
"I've been blessed!" Garret shouted in triumph. His voice sounded much deeper than he recalled. Looking to those who rushed up to him he realized that they were tiny, at least all of them except Zorbin. Finally, panic and fear fading and adrenaline slackening, Garret felt the intoxicating flow of Gorandor’s power coursing through his body and exalted in the sensation.
Philip reached Garret first. He had been just a few feet away from Garret when the transformation took him. Not accepting what he thought he saw happen, he raced up to get a better look at Garret and reassure himself he hadn’t been imagining the whole thing. Zorbin was the next one to reach Garret, his own hands still tingling from the reverberation of his war hammer’s sudden explosion, but the now giant dwarf stood slack-jawed staring at Garret. Seconds later Sirus and Daniella raced to Garret’s side where, after a second to inspect his student, Sirus clapped Philip on the back and turned to face the younger knight.
"Told you it would work," Sirus said.
Philip shook his head, unable to believe that not only had Sirus cooked up this seemingly crazy plan to draw out Garret's blessing, but that it had actually worked and what was even more impressive were the results. Garret was big in his blessed form, though Sirus would be the larger by nearly a third. Garret had expanded to three times his normal size, now an impressive eighteen feet tall. He also appeared to be made of solid metal beneath his clothes. All of the knights were fairly certain that Garret’s new skin condition would make up for his slightly smaller stature.
The elation was short lived. After the adrenaline from the previous moments had worn off, Zorbin, the enormous dwarf still in his blessed form, blacked out. In falling he nearly crushed Daniella, who dove aside at the last minute to avoid the tumbling giant. Though excitement had made the dwarf forget his own predicament, and Gorandor’s blessing had sustained him many moments after his final breath had been taken, the swelling in the dwarf's throat finally got the better of him. Starving his body and brain of much needed oxygen, Zorbin succumbed to unconsciousness and collapsed to the ground.
Fortunately for Daniella, though, the wound had won Garret the battle. The damaged vocal cords were an easy fix compared to the ones she had treated earlier. She soon had the dwarf breathing again, and also repaired all of his other, less life-threatening, mostly superficial wounds while the other knights looked on and asked Garret dozens of questions that he knew not the answers to.
Sometime during the ordeal Xanth had padded up among the men, and now he sat patiently beside the slight impression Garret had left in the ground when he fell. Cocking his large wolfish head to the side he grinned at his master who was regaining consciousness, as if to say that he expected as much to happen without him there to protect the dwarf.
 
Later that night as the four Knights of Valdadore sat around their evening meal discussing the day's events, a young boy burst through the entrance door, struggling with the weight of the massive portal. Without slowing and without introduction he charged straight to the table where the men dined, and slid to a halt directly in front of Sirus, who had previously had his back to the door, but had turned around at the commotion.
"Lord Sirus," the small boy began, obviously out of breath. "Your presence as well as that of your new recruit Master Garret has been requested at first light at the palace." Panting, the boy finished.
Nodding his understanding, Sirus dismissed the boy with a wave. He charged back out the way he had come, obviously to deliver another message to more people of import.
"I had hoped for us to leave in the morning to go and join the rest of our men," Sirus observed. "I wonder what it is that is of such importance?  But what is more odd is that you too have an invite to the castle Garret." Sirus ended, now lost in thought for a moment.
Garret too wondered about the implications. He could think of no reason for the king to even know his name, let alone request his presence. Garret had learned of his brother's choosing in the weeks past and knew that Seth trained to be a shield, a guardian of sorts to the king, so maybe this had something to do with the summons. Then Garret realized that even his brother's training would not be reason enough to call him to the castle, unless something had gone wrong. Maybe Seth had been injured or worse, even killed in his training? Maybe even now they prepared his twin’s body for burial? All these thoughts assailed Garret but he tried to quickly brush them away, knowing that if Seth had indeed come to some harm, Sara would have found a way to get the message to him herself.
The knights mused the implications of the messenger’s request amongst each other for a while, and all of them finding the circumstances overly odd, resigned to simply waiting until morning to discover the meaning behind the summons. Before they each departed for bed, Sirus sent Philip to race toward their army in the south and intercept any messengers he may find bringing word to Sirus and return by morning with the messages himself. With a nod and a handshake, clasped at the wrists, to each of his fellow knights, Philip departed without hesitation, disappearing into the night beyond the garrison. Philip gone, the other three men retired to their own rooms, to pray to their god and eventually get some sleep, which came quickly to all three of them.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6
Found Potential and Founded Fears
 
 
Seth awoke as Sara stirred in his arms. Opening his eyes he found that daylight had not yet come, but was not far off. He gently woke the woman he loved, kissing her neck softly and they rose together to dress in preparation for the day. Wanting to look the part, Seth chose to wear one of the simple gray robes given to him by Jud in lieu of his normal tunic and pants combination. Not feeling wholly prepared, though, Seth also grabbed his belt and strapped the sword given to him what seemed like an eternity ago to his waist. Sara and Seth spoke little, both of them anxious as to what the day might hold in store for them. Seth hoped he would see his brother, but was unsure if his twin even remained within the city. Looking each other over, assuring each other of their preparedness, they left the room hand in hand, extinguishing the candles before they departed.
Judilanthaliz had arisen early as well and gracefully strode down the hall just as Seth and Sara emerged from Seth’s room. Jud of course knew of their romance, any halfwit that was not blind could see what was going on, but as they tried to keep their passion a secret, Jud pretended not to notice. The half-elven man greeted the young couple good morning, and mentioning the time, he bade them follow him to the castle proper. Thus the three of them began the climb down the dozens of flights of stairs to the expansive tiered courtyards outside the tower. Finally reaching the bottom, Jud led the way to the palace where Seth would be tested to appraise his worth to the kingdom.
As they had done the night before, Seth followed Jud through the many narrowing courtyards that made up the fortified entrance to the palace, and as before the guards waved them through as he approached. Instead of actually entering the palace itself this time, when the trio reached the last set of exterior guards they were then directed through an iron side-gate. Taking that led them to a passage around the outside of the palace for a short distance where they came to yet another stone wall with another iron gate. Guards there directed them through what was an identical courtyard to the one they had previously been in, and then through another iron gate to another passage like the first they had been directed to follow. It dawned on Seth that they were skirting the outside of the palace itself, and each side of the palace held identical fortifications, with small narrow passageways interconnecting the courtyards like rings around the palace. Before long they reached what Seth knew now to be the back of the palace, if the palace had a back, and once there guards stopped them before entering the next courtyard. They spoke briefly to Jud who then relayed what he had been told to the young couple.
"Seth, you are to remain here until your test is prepared in the courtyard beyond this gate.  Sara and I are to watch your test from a safe distance, together with other people up on the walls above,” Jud said. Then thinking to himself briefly, Jud continued speaking. "Your test will be comprised of several levels, each increasing in difficulty. You may or may not be given instruction as to the purpose of each test before the level begins. Conserve yourself, as not even I know the extent of the trials that await you." 
Without further word Jud beckoned for Sara to follow. She swiftly turned, and rising up on her toes gave Seth a quick kiss on the cheek, holding back tears, trying to be brave for him. Then she rounded on her heel and strode after Jud.
Seth watched Sara and Jud leave, and now found himself alone with the guards a few yards away. He closed his eyes, calmed his nerves and gathered himself. Going over all he had learned in the small grotto yesterday, he prepared himself as best he could for whatever might await him. He still had the power of two animals he had drained yesterday, and hoped that, if not given another source, it would be enough to sustain him through the tasks ahead. Mentally ready for what lay ahead Seth walked to the nearest wall and leaned upon it, resting his back against the cool stone. He knew today was an enormous opportunity. Today was his chance to better not only his life but Sara’s as well. Today was his chance to prove himself to everyone who would be judging him, including the heads of all the orders of mages and the king himself. Seth hoped he would be given the opportunity to not only back up all the claims he had made the previous night, but also to do it in such a way as to leave all those in attendance awed by his abilities. Seth knew, however, that he had to be careful not to disclose the secret of the source of his power, and not to push the attending crowd too far as to fear him more than admire him. In any case, Seth told himself, it was going to be one hell of a show.
 



*****
 
Sirus woke Garret well before dawn and the two ate a quick breakfast before preparing to leave for the castle. Unknowing what they may be facing there, Sirus instructed Garret to wear full armor, even though in his blessed form he would have no need for it. Sirus explained that now that he was a member of the knighthood, Garret would be expected to uphold not only the traditions of the knights and the honor of the kingdom, but also the appearance expected of someone with the title of a lord. Garret hadn’t realized the implications of becoming one of the knights. He was not royalty per se, but now, as a Knight of Valdadore, Garret would be granted land and a manor, and a pension to sustain it all, not to mention he would be required to guard the king himself if the need arose. Garret reeled at the realization, having not even thought of it before, and hoped he would soon see his brother to tell him of the great fortune that had befallen him. Now not only would they have a home in Vineleaf, but they too would have a home and lands elsewhere in the kingdom. Garret swelled with pride as he donned his armor, and if it were possible after being blessed yesterday, it appeared that he even walked just a little bit taller.
Sirus and Garret left the garrison in full regalia. Each of the knights was armored from head to toe in gleaming armor. No detail had been spared; every engraving filled with gold filigree was precise, every joint perfect, even the enamel used to create the color in the crest on their breastplates looked to have been freshly painted on. The armor was polished to shine like a mirror, and the joints were oiled to move freely and silently. Perfection embodied in armor, the two knights strode across the tiered expansive courtyards towards the palace, each of them striding in step with the other, carrying their helms on their uplifted forearms. Garret was sure that not only did he now look the part of a knight, but that he was indeed one of them, and would strive to further their cause.
 



*****
 
Many men and even a couple of women were already in place as Jud led Sara to the uppermost parts of this section of wall. A large canopy had been erected sometime in the night or early morning and now beneath it sat the most powerful people in the kingdom. The king was in attendance, speaking to a few of his many advisors. The heads of all the orders of mages too had seemed to have arrived, now that Jud was here as Sara checked them off her mental list. Also there were men that Sara assumed were associated with the army milling about and jesting loudly with one another, their camaraderie obvious even from afar. As these men moved to unobstruct her view Sara saw another familiar face. Sirus sat in full armor beside the king, nodding his head in agreement to some comment his ruler had made, and opposite the king sat another knight also nodding his head. Recognition struck Sara and she froze in her tracks, not believing what she was seeing.
Garret sat in full armor identical to that of Sirus, marking him as having been chosen by the Knights of Valdadore and also as a man blessed by the god Gorandor. Though Sara was both in shock and awe, she knew immediately that the man had changed enormously. Garret held the weight of his armor effortlessly, and even encased in metal as he was, Sara could tell that Garret had grown immense. His neck bulged out from the armor like the trunk of a tree, and his jaw muscles looked like those of some great hound, chiseled perfectly. Her amazement finally wearing off, Sara rushed to speak to Garret and as she approached him, he turned, recognition lighting up his eyes. 
"Sara!" Garret said rising to is feet. "You look well." Garret greeted the woman and wrapped her tiny body in his immense arms for a friendly embrace. Sara just nodded, still coming to terms with the sudden surprise of seeing him in his current condition.
"I am well," Sara finally answered, stepping back to again appraise Garret. "You look more than well, I must admit." She said smiling to her friend.
"How is my brother?" Garret asked quickly, his expression turning to one of concern.
"He too is well," Sara admitted. "In fact he is here. I'm sure we will see him shortly," Sara added not wanting to ruin the surprise. With her last comment Garret’s face lost all looks of concern and his huge smile that not even weeks of strenuous training could change emerged. He beamed, looking around the crowd for his brother. His search unsuccessful, Garret turned back to the woman his brother loved and beckoned her to join him, offering her the seat at his side, opposite the king. Sara sat graciously, and the two of them chatted a few moments, trying as quickly as they were able to tell of their past weeks, their new lives, their new duties, and how happy they both felt to see a familiar face. 
Several minutes had passed as a few others joined the party, and as the last of them finally settled into place, the king motioned to a guard posted atop the wall opposite them. The man relayed some sort of message to someone below, and in moments nearly a hundred archers topped the wall from staircases at either end. Taking their places, they surrounded the entire courtyard, each taking a knee and knocking an arrow. That command completed, the guard to whom the king had originally signaled strode across the wall to where Sara herself had climbed to the top of the wall.  Peering over, he again gave a command to those below, and in the courtyard beneath them, all the spectators watched as an iron gate swung silently upon its hinges and a lone figure strode through it.
Seth, following the directions of the guards before him, marched to the now open gate. Almost as an afterthought, before stepping through he pulled his cowl up over his head, completely hiding his face in shadow. Taking one last deep breath, Seth entered through the hole in the giant stone wall and listened as the gate swung closed behind him and heard the click of its bolt sliding home, locking him within the courtyard. Seth attempted to peer up at those watching him without revealing his face to them, but the sunlight cresting that particular wall where all those of import sat left them all as empty silhouettes to his eyes. Upon the other walls were archers by the dozens prepared to fire into the courtyard below. Knowing his eyes would avail him nothing else, Seth reached out with his senses and could immediately determine the majority of those who watched him from above. Using the people’s auras, and knowing the gods to which each person was aligned, Seth located the heads of the orders of mages, as well as three aligned with Gorandor whom he assumed would be the king and two of his knights. Borrik was there as well, behind the rest of the gathering, and also several others who were of little importance to Seth at that time. 
Seeking beyond what he could see with his eyes, Seth found that past the wall opposite him, on the other side of another gate, there was a mass of auras of the like Seth had not experienced within the city. This he guessed would be his test, and feeling the pull of each of those auras, he knew that he would have all the power required to perform any act he chose. Only seconds had passed since Seth first entered the courtyard, and looking skyward to those who would judge him, Seth reached up and pulled back his cowl.
 



*****
 
Garret sat under the canopy, between his king and Sara. He watched as the robed man entered the courtyard and the gate closed behind him. He looked the hooded figure over, still unaware of what was transpiring. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sara lean forward in her seat, smiling. Looking closer at the man below, recognition once again dawned upon him. He couldn’t see Seth’s face, but the black scabbard that hung at his hip and the sword it held were unmistakable. Garret recognized his twin brother just as Seth reached up to pull back his cowl, revealing his identity.
 



*****
 
Seth waited for a moment patiently looking up at the small crowd gathered above him, and watched as the head of the order of red-robed battle mages stood and stepped to the edge of the wall to look down upon him.
"Young mage," the elderly red robe said, pausing to be sure he had everyone's attention. "You claim to be more than a common mage, more versed in magic than any of our brethren, able to perform magical tasks that to the rest of us are unobtainable." Vladmere accused more than spoke, looking down his nose at the young man who stood below him. He smirked to himself before continuing. "Yet you stand before us a liar, cloaked in robes of an order well respected among all the orders of magi, yet you have not earned them. You have not been blessed by the goddess they represent, and I presume, as your attire is a lie and an affront to all who have worn it before you, so too are your claims." Vladmere said sneering at Seth below him.
Seth knew immediately what the mage above him intended with his accusations. Vladmere already feared him and was jealous of his claims. He knew the old mage was trying to make him lose faith in himself, but Seth wasn't the child he had been on the trek to Valdadore. With his newfound power, gone was the child who constantly second guessed himself, gone were his doubts of what he could or would become. The mage sneering down at him from above had not managed to dishearten him in the least. Instead the words angered Seth, and without thought, Seth decided to teach the sniveling man of a mage a lesson he would not forget.
Seth unleashed the power contained within him and forced his will upon it. Instantly Seth was engulfed in a massive pillar of yellow-green flames. The tower shot so high, so quickly, Vladmere had no time to escape. Only missing him by inches the heat of the ghastly flames singed the hair from his face and arms, the acrid stench soaking into his own robes. Just as quickly as Seth summoned the column of flame, he reined in the flow of power rushing to escape him, enjoying the ecstasy that overtook him, locking the remaining power away. Seth stood defiantly looking up to the man who had verbally berated him just seconds before and saw the man's jaw hanging slack, as many sounds of inhaled breaths escaped the crowd and archers above. A few “ohs” and “ahs” even rose from the crowd.
"Does this suit you better?" was Seth’s only reply.
 



*****
 
As Seth summoned the giant pillar of unnatural fire, all Sara and Garret could do was watch and gasp in both fear and wonder. They saw as Vladmere staggered back from the heat of the blaze, small curls of smoke issuing up from his face and arms. As quickly as the magical torrent of flame had erupted skyward, engulfing Seth below them, it vanished. Seth remained in the courtyard below, still looking up to the crowd above, his arms extended to his sides, palms upward. Where his light gray robe had once been draped over his body, now hung a robe of darkest night. The mantle was so dark it appeared to be woven of shadow itself. The belt scabbard, and sword remained undamaged through the transformation. Looking up defiantly, Seth stared down the man who had attempted to belittle him, and clapping erupted from several locations atop the wall around the courtyard. Vladmere turned on his heel and retreated to his seat, where he quickly sat like a berated child.
 



*****
 
As if by some unspoken command the iron gate across from Seth opened, and a steel cage rolled into view behind it. Within the cage stood a creature Seth recognized instantly as a goblin. A blade was tossed onto the grass in front of the goblin’s cage as the front of it slid upward, releasing Seth’s first challenge.
Seth appraised his first opponent, realizing the game that was his test. It would be easy enough to strip the power from the creature before him, but Seth wanted more than to simply accomplish his task. He wanted everyone present to recount tales about this day for the rest of their lives. 
 



*****
 
 
The goblin stepped warily from the steel enclosure that had held him like an animal since being removed from his cell many hours ago. He reached down to retrieve the sword that was customary to the men of his kind, and glanced around the high walls towering above him. The archers above did not draw down on him, and other men sat comfortably watching from the relative safety above. Realizing his predicament, the goblin knew he was meant to slay the boy who stood across the courtyard from him. Dozens of yards separated them, but the goblin decided to make quick work of the lad before he could even draw his sword.
 



*****
 
Seth watched the goblin step out of its shadowed cage and emerge into the light. Seth recognized the green flesh striped with criss-crossing patterns of muted blacks and dark muddy browns. The creature’s leathery skin rippled over the muscles below it as it craned its neck to see all those watching from above. Then it turned its gaze upon Seth, its lips parting to show rows of razor sharp teeth as it smiled wickedly. Seth decided upon a plan of action that would leave the crowd in awe, the goblin dead, and his body infused with the goblin’s own life force. As it raced across the courtyard, Seth raised his hands to the approaching creature as if signaling for it to stop. Pointing his fingers towards the creature, palms outward, Seth again unleashed the power remaining to him and bent it to his will. 
Lightning exploded from Seth’s fingertips lancing across the ever narrowing distance to his intended target. Before striking the creature, Seth reached across the distance with his mind and stripped the goblin of nearly all of its life force, and gathered the power into himself locking it away for later use. The wicked green lightning lanced through the goblin, utterly destroying the creature much like an explosion. Gore and blood rained down in the courtyard in steaming piles and the goblin was no more. Seth stood elated upon the miniature battlefield, the ecstasy of using the magic caused a shiver to run down his spine as those above watched with a mixture of horror and wonder. Seth was surprised to feel how much energy a single goblin contained, and assured himself he was prepared for whatever challenge was up next.
Seth did not wait long for that next challenge to come. Another cage rolled up behind the open gate across from him. As the door was raised from above, four more goblins raced out into the sunlight. Weapons were tossed in behind the goblins, which quickly turned and armed themselves. These goblins too assessed the situation, and speaking in a swift guttural language, they formulated a plan. Two of the goblins rushed ahead of their peers brandishing their small wicked blades. Before acting, Seth paused to watch as the two remaining goblins hurtled out to the sides and along the walls in an effort to flank him. Deciding upon a course of action, Seth chose to first prove that which he had stated the night before. 
One of the goblins charging headlong at him had fallen a few paces behind the other, unable to keep up, playing perfectly into Seth’s plan. Seth reached out with his mind and with a small tug instantly ended the nearest goblin who, mid-stride, appeared to crumple in upon itself, turning to nothing more than ash. This slowed the goblin behind who was forced to plow through the ashy remains of its comrade, choking on the ash of the deceased. Seth did not bother to contain the energy he had stripped away from the latest goblin. Instead he immediately bent it to his will and, raising his hand, the same yellow-green fire as earlier erupted from his fingertips forming a ball in his hand. Seth extended his arm, pointing his palm outward, aiming the unnatural fireball towards his next opponent. He released the fireball and watched as it sped to its intended target before the goblin had time to change course or dodge the blow. Reveling in the feeling of the power coursing through him, Seth held onto the fireball with his power even as it reached the goblin. He twisted the flame, willing it to conform to his needs, and as the fiery mass hit the goblin it lanced up the creature’s clothing, climbing into its open mouth and nose, completely suffocating its screams of anguish as the goblin burned from the inside out. 
Seth had spent too much time on that opponent, and it nearly cost him. The goblin who was attempting to flank him from the right had moved faster than Seth had anticipated and was nearly upon him. Having no time to formulate a spectacular show of his prowess, Seth threw up his arm as if to block the goblin's blow with his bare hand and sent a torrent of invisible energy rushing out of his palm. There was a loud whooshing sound as the goblin was lifted up off its feet, panicking, and surged backwards, somersaulting through the air and smashing into the giant stone wall with a bone-shattering thud. The greasy creature crumpled to the ground and remained unmoving. 
Seth turned to the last goblin approaching from his opposite side. Grasping at the power sustaining the goblin, Seth siphoned nearly its entire life force away, causing it to stagger against the stone wall. Using the goblin’s own life, Seth reached out with his hands and summoned another column of fire. The blaze roared across the open expanse driving the goblin into the wall behind it, superheating the very stone itself. Molten bits began cascading down towards the ground, encompassing the remains of the goblin. When Seth relented, bones of the goblin protruded from the wall. Gone was the smooth surface of the stone. Where it once was flawless, now in a perfect circle it oozed down to the ground like a candle’s wax leaving lines of hardening stone mixed with bones and teeth. Seth drew into himself once more. Feeling the pleasure course through him, he gathered the excess of power remaining to him and stowed it away, waiting for whatever challenge would come next.
Again the wait was not long. A larger cage soon replaced the last, and three large, hulking, black forms emerged, ducking their heads to issue forth into the courtyard. This race of being was unknown to Seth and he scrutinized their every detail. Their flesh was black and leathery and glistened as if wet with perspiration. Their large heads held wide jaws filled with pointed teeth and their lower canines were overly large, protruding up from their mouths even when closed. These creatures nearly completely lacked any sign of a nose and instead had two teardrop shaped holes above their mouths. Their eyes were large and milky yellow in color with metallic hues to their pupils. Their body was much like a human's despite their overly long limbs and fingers ending in claws. Muscles bulged beneath the seemingly stretched glossy black flesh, revealing every detail of the muscle and sinew beneath. 
As the three creatures took stock of their surroundings, large heavy blades were tossed at the their feet, and each in turn picked up two. Even the weapons were foreign to Seth. Shaped like crescent moons, the blades ended at a point at each end and the handle was in the middle, allowing the bearer to slide his fingers through the blade itself to grasp the weapon on the backside. Everything about these creatures seemed dangerous. They appeared to be evil incarnate, but Seth knew that they stood little chance against him. And as he reached out with his senses he was again astonished to find that the power within this race of man was unlike any other he had touched. These creatures must be long-lived indeed for theirs was a powerful aura of dark metallic greens and silvers, and as if to astonish Seth further each of the creatures paused before attacking to close their eyes and whisper a prayer.
Realization dawned on Seth instantaneously. These weren't mere foes he faced, they were likely trained warriors, possibly blessed by whatever dark god they worshipped. Unaware of their abilities Seth didn't dare give them time to close in on him. He watched with his godlike vision as the aura inside each of the creatures swelled with the power of the god they worshipped. Then the beasts attacked. They lunged across the ground, falling to all fours, their gangly limbs propelling them at unnatural speeds. Seth had little time to react. The creatures already nearly upon him, he unleashed his power, throwing up a wall of yellow-green flame between himself and the creatures beyond hoping to keep them at bay. The onlookers above gasped as the wall of flame licked the top of the walls where they were seated. Seth dared not drop the wall immediately for fear that, when he did, the creatures would be upon him. 
Unleashing more power Seth threw an invisible torrent of energy at his foes. The creatures dug their clawed fingers and toes into the soil, unable to attack, but remaining fixed despite the surge whipping around them. Seth reached out mentally and tugged at the power sustaining one of the beasts, but the power did not relent to him. Realizing he had never tried to strip away a god's blessing before Seth redoubled his focus and tore at the energy sustaining the closest nightmarish creature, ripping it away piece by piece, shred by shred. Suddenly the power within the creature diminished, his blessing from the god he served torn from him. Seemingly weakened, the creature lost its hold on the earth. Caught in the torrent around, it went rolling back across the courtyard away from Seth. Seth dared not let the beast pray again, and again he reached out with a tendril of his consciousness. This time grasping the power sustaining the creature’s life, he plucked it away and felt the power rush into him with exhilaration. As the goblin had done earlier, the beast dissipated into a cloud of ash, whirling through the air as Seth’s magical torrent continued. 
Sustaining his defense was draining Seth’s power, and he was forced to pour the power he had just gained into keeping his guard up. The two remaining creatures clung to the ground clawing and scraping, trying to edge nearer to their foe, and slowly they were making progress. Seth raised his fingers and again lanced wicked lightning at one of the monsters. It erupted into a hail of gore caught up in the torrent of Seth’s defense. The entire courtyard was now covered in a pink haze from the blood carried aloft by the rushing power Seth issued from himself. 
The remaining creature still clung just yards from Seth, head back, maw snapping into the magical wind and Seth felt his power reserve failing. Reaching out to sever the blessing pouring into the creature, Seth suddenly changed his mind to quickly experiment with his foe. Instead of tearing away the blessing, Seth siphoned off a small portion of the beast's life force and waited a moment to see it replenished. Seth siphoned more and, as before, the god blessing the creature replaced the energy that Seth had drained away. Seth continued to siphon gradually, stealing away more and more power till he could feel it roiling for escape inside him. Knowing he couldn’t break the blessing in a single blow, Seth then, as before, began to tear at bits and pieces of the creature’s swollen life force until eventually the blessing vanished, but the creature remained. Refocusing the torrent and reining in its power, Seth pinned the creature to the ground. In each of the beast’s clawed hands it still held its weapons. Keeping the hideous creature immobilized, Seth focused his energy upon the weapons. Like the coin he had once altered, Seth forced his will upon the metal of the blades causing them to twist and reform, and as each blade elongated it snaked around the wrists and arms of its bearer, binding itself to his body. Seth then drew the metal of the two blades together, melding them. Seth released the creature from the ground, sealing off the power within himself once again. The monstrous black creature rolled on the ground attempting to break the bonds rendering his arms and hands useless, but was unable. It struggled to its feet and ran back to the cage from whence it had come. Watching the creature go, Seth drew off more than half of its life to replenish his reserves. As the beast retreated, cheering erupted from the wall above as many shouted encouragement to Seth and mocked the creature’s retreat. 
Seth reveled in his own glory, but the celebration was short lived. As his previous opponent was wheeled away, another cage appeared. Seth couldn’t imagine what new horror awaited within the cage, wondering how long they would continue this test, and what further they hoped to learn of his abilities.
The latest cage opened and Seth was momentarily relieved to see a small, humanlike creature issue forth from the cage. The small man was quite old, Seth imagined, as he hobbled more than walked and lean heavily upon a staff. He wore a russet brown robe with a deep cowl hiding his face, but issuing out from the cowl was a long white beard that tumbled nearly to the ground. All the form’s features remained hidden apart from his small gnarled hands with swollen, arthritic knuckles and age spots. Even the flesh upon the hands had an aged, sickly yellow hue to them. Seth was wondering what threat this old man could possibly be when, straightening his back as best he could, the figure lifted his staff to the sky. Shouting something, he brought the staff back down, slamming the butt of it into the ground. Seth felt a slight tremble, and then the earth beneath him began to buck and fold, splitting in two under his feet. Seth dove to the side just in time to recover and watch a huge chasm open up that was large enough to have swallowed him whole. As quickly as the chasm had opened, the soil seemed to roil forth from the edges and spread to again fill it in, and more impressive still, the grass itself mended back together revealing no trace that such a hole had ever existed. Seth knew now that he faced a mage of some sort. 
Peering into his opponent’s life force, Seth witnessed another aura of a like he had never seen before. It was not a single color nor a single shade, yet it was not multicolored either. It appeared to change color from one to another with steady rhythm to the man's beating heart. Seth found it intriguing and wondered what god it was that the man-like creature worshipped. Knowing he wasn't likely to find out, however, Seth watched as the small withered man again raised his staff, and this time pointed the tip of it at the stone wall. Wiggling the fingers on his remaining hand, the small wizard gave some command and Seth stared as creatures, like some type of giant insect, took form upon the wall's surface. Growing in definition they eventually separated themselves from the confines of the stone. Each of the huge stone insects scurried down the wall carried by thousands of little legs, great pincers snapping at their heads. The insects pooled around the old, age-worn mage who pointed to Seth. Immediately the small beasts surged towards him in a mass of undulating stone bodies. Seth could end life, but it appeared this mage could create it. Seth thought that indeed this could be a prolonged battle if he wished it so. 
Focusing his attention at the mass of small bodies teeming towards him, Seth noted something peculiar. Each of the stone minions had an aura as all living things did, but it was not an aura of their own. Seth traced each of the auras and found a small tendril leading from each of the small stone beasts, like the root of some plant, back to the withered mage. They were in fact not true living beings, but an extension of the mage himself, like some sort of puppet controlled by his mind.
Easy enough, Seth thought, and, dozens at a time, he cut the link to their master. The small beasts vanished, not even bothering to leave stone carcasses behind. The lack of evidence remaining of the creatures confused Seth. Something here was not right. Deciding to mimic the mage, Seth tried to put the old being on the defensive. Releasing his power, Seth pointed his fingers to the ground and small pillars of his wicked yellow-green flame darted from each finger to pool upon the ground. As the fire danced around Seth he separated it from his body, and from each flame created a serpent of living fire. Each small serpent Seth sent slithering across the courtyard, leaving trails of burned grass in their wake. But before they could get very far, the old mage again lifted his staff. Twirling it above his head there was a loud popping sound like a cork from a bottle of wine, but much louder. Unable to control his natural instincts, Seth blinked when the sound erupted, and in that time something amazing had happened. Where the old mage had stood solitarily across the courtyard and where now Seth’s snakes of flame slithered, were now dozens of small withered mages, each identical, each moving in unison as if marionettes all controlled by the same strings. 
Then Seth had it; the answer he was looking for, the source of the man's power. Illusion. The gaping chasm in the ground, the stone insects, and now the dozens of replicas of himself were all merely illusions. Seth actually laughed despite himself, catching the crowd above him off guard. Leaving each of them wondering if he had gone mad, Seth bowed to the elderly mage. He now realized the man was no real threat to him. Waving his hand Seth sliced through the tendrils controlling all of the illusional apparitions of the mage, extinguishing them at once. He too reined in his power to the flaming snakes and each one snuffed out in a puff of smoke. The grizzled mage bowed low to Seth, knowing himself bested. His opponent sparing his life, the old wizard walked cautiously halfway across the courtyard, and again bowing to his superior, he bent and placed his staff upon the ground. Standing and turning, the old mage of unknown race returned to his cage and sat down to rest his weary bones. Seth crossed half the expanse of the courtyard to the staff upon the ground and retrieved it. He was amazed to find the staff itself had an aura, removed from some tree of unknown origin. Covered entirely in carvings of runes and glyphs of some foreign language, the branch still lived, somehow clinging to life with no means of sustenance. Seth scrutinized his prize, momentarily pondering the possibilities, then raised it above his head to show all those who watched the prize of his victory.
Cheers arose from the wall and all but Vladmere stood clapping and shouting their congratulations, giving Seth a standing ovation. He had proven himself in more ways that he had originally planned. He had shown them he could kill, but he had also shown he had compassion and would not kill those who were no longer a threat. He had spared the life of the black grotesque beast who likely would have not shown him the same mercy, and he had spared the life of the old mage through his own cunning, forcing the outmatched man to submit. Though Seth felt overwhelmed by the attention and applause, he also felt exhausted and found himself in a bit of a predicament. Inside him he contained an immense pool of energy struggling to free itself from containment. As the pleasure of using its power receded, and as the adrenaline in his veins diminished, he found himself, straining to contain the power. Realizing the test had come to an abrupt halt, he had no way of using the power without appearing a show off. If he released it into himself it would alter him in untold ways. Seth began searching for a solution as the crowd above him began to make their way down to the courtyard to join him in celebration.
Seth could hardly restrain the power inside him struggling to be free. He was weakened, worn from using his own will to bend the power to his own desires, and now that very power threatened to overwhelm him. Seth began to panic.
The king was the first to approach Seth, who stood like a statue frozen in the middle of the courtyard, grasping his newly acquired staff so hard his knuckles had turned white. The king offered some congratulations but Seth could hardly hear him, the strain of containing the energy causing his ears to ring. The crowd gathered at the king’s back, none willing to interrupt their majesty, and amongst the throngs of people Seth spotted Borrik. Seth hadn't actually recognized the man as the priest kept his head covered by the cowl of his robes, but Seth detected his black aura, the same as his own. Mumbling something appreciative to the king, Seth managed to ask to be excused momentarily. Grabbing Borrik's sleeve as he swept past the throng that had gathered to congratulate him, Seth dragged Borrik with him out through the gate everyone else had just entered by. Rounding the corner, Borrik still in tow, Seth clung to the man desperately and in a pleading tone Seth managed to speak, his voice barely above a whisper.
"Forgive me Borrik for I know not the consequences of what I must do," Seth said.
Borrik, sworn to Seth’s service, only nodded, knowing not what was about to happen. Seth grasped Borrik's inner aura with his conscious. Creating a path between them he flooded the power contained within his own mind into the body of his faithful priest. Borrik gasped once, eyes lolling back in his head, filled with an ecstasy unlike anything else on the planet. The priest fell to his knees but Seth clung to him, holding the man upright as he continued to pour the vast energy conserved within himself into the man who served him. The flow of power seemed to be endless, and Seth could not find a way to speed the process, but as the transfer continued Seth felt the straining within himself subside. He disconnected from Borrik both physically and mentally and contained the remaining power within himself. There was plenty of it still inside Seth, but not so much now that he found it difficult to control. 
Taking a deep breath, Seth waited for Borrik's pleasure to subside and for the man to recover. Borrik stayed on his knees, his chin on his chest, breathing heavily. The cowl covering the man’s head blocked Seth’s view. Wanting to know if Borrik was still conscious, Seth pulled back the cowl to see his servant’s face and nearly vomited, repulsed by what he had done to the man.
Borrik remained on his knees for many moments letting the ecstasy pass, knowing that in some way he had been transformed into something less human. He shook himself, trying to awaken his body. His blood flowing once again, he rose to his feet unsteadily. Reaching down to brush the dirt from his knees, Borrik stopped mid-stoop to stare at his hands. Seth too just stared at the man.
Where once was an average human being, now stood a hideous creature of a man, barely recognizable at all as human. His flesh had taken on a darkened hue somewhere beneath the surface layers causing his once pink flesh to take on an oily grayness. Beneath the surface the blood vessels stood now in stark contrast to the oddly colored skin. His face had been all but destroyed. Borrik's eyes were overly large and had a yellow tint where once they were white. Two giant canine teeth protruded from his lower jaw and his nose had shrunk, becoming nothing more than a bump with two slits in it. Borrik's arms and legs too had elongated slightly. Borrik appraised his new features as best he could, somewhere between the man he had once been, and the black orcs Seth had defeated less than an hour ago. 
Not knowing what else to do, and hoping he still had the man's allegiance, Seth met the gaze of the man he had permanently disfigured.
"You need to return to the temple immediately," Seth stated coolly.
Borrik nodded his understanding, but before turning to leave looked Seth dead in the eyes with an inhuman look of gratitude upon his twisted face.
"Thank you, Master Seth," Borrik said and then stalked away from his master.
Seth shuddered at the priest's thanks, and still feeling as though he might vomit, he turned to rejoin those who had come to congratulate him. Seth stepped back through the gate and several people rushed to gain his attention. Sara was among them and immediately knew something was amiss by Seth’s expression, but as soon as Seth heard his brother's voice, his expression changed altogether. Finding his twin among the small crowd, Seth ignored all the others vying for his attention and swept past them to embrace his brother. Overall the embrace was awkward at best with Garret in full armor, but the two looked each other up and down, impressed with each other’s accomplishments. Seth noted his brother’s obviously increased muscle mass, just as Garret noticed that a life reading books had slimmed his brother down a bit more than was usual. Sirus stood beside the pair, as did Sara. Both looked on as the brothers greeted each other for the first time in weeks. Everyone in the gathering hushed and listened in as the twins talked.
"It looks like you need to eat more," Garret stated a bit concerned.
"Naw," Seth replied. "It looks like you need to eat less...people." Seth finished with a playful laugh. Several in the crowd snickered at Seth’s jest.
"So I guess the armor means you got your wish," Seth stated more than asked. Garret nodded before he replied.
"Seeing what I just saw, it appears you did not get yours," Garret said solemnly.
Seth shook his head, knowing full well what his brother meant.
"No, I didn't Garret. Try as I might, I was unable to choose the path I wanted and now I serve Ishanya," Seth said upholding his end of the bargain with the goddess.
"Yeah, but it looks to me like the path you landed on is a pretty impressive one," Garret said, the jovial note returning to his voice. Many others in the crowd nodded their agreement, and seeing them all listening in made Seth a bit uncomfortable. Looking around to see who else remained, Seth spotted the king and asked him a simple question.
"So what do we do now, your majesty?"
"First Seth, I should like to speak to you in private, and then I should like to address the rest of you as well,” the king responded.
With that the king took his leave of the courtyard, and others fell into step behind him. They all filed out of the courtyard and made their way into the palace and up the stairs to the king’s private meeting chambers where they gathered in the waiting room. Seth followed the group up, his brother right in front of him, filled with a hundred questions. But for the first time in ages he felt time was on his side and soon he would be able to ask his brother all the things he wanted. So Seth followed the group, his new staff in one hand and Sara’s hand in the other. They reached the top of the steps, and though the king had asked to speak to him alone, Seth kept Sara’s hand in his as he walked straight through the waiting room into the king’s meeting chamber and shut the door behind them.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
Desires and Desperation
 
 
The king sat in his preferred meeting chamber behind a massive desk piled high with papers, missives and scrolls, absently looking over a map of his kingdom. The magical torches surrounded the room in evenly spaced sconces that shed unnaturally bright light. The many shelves of old books left a musty scent hanging in the air of the chamber. The king had witnessed magical feats beyond his understanding this day, and though he did not have the training of a mage, he had fought beside them, and been friends with many for centuries. Today he had witnessed something new among their kind; something never before seen in any history he had ever read. Today, the king realized, he had witnessed the birth of a new breed of magician. Some of his best friends and counselors were already calling Seth a death mage, and it was true, the boy was quite apt at killing. Some had counseled the king to be wary of such a powerful man. One had blatantly suggested doing away with the boy now before he could cause any trouble. King Valdadore, aware that the boy could in the wrong hands become a threat, felt judging a man only by his abilities was unfair. The king understood that he had to do his best in very little time to learn the boy's heart.
Seth entered the king’s chamber, and Sara, being more accustomed to the formalities in the palace, did her best to announce him as he entered. The king simply smiled at them both and asked them to close the door behind them. Seth obeyed and then turned to face the king. 
King Valdadore was a large man. Like his knights he was blessed by the god Gorandor. He appeared middle-aged, his hair going silver around its perimeter. His face was lined with wrinkles, though not overly so, but as a scholar might look after years of study. He beckoned the young couple to sit, so Seth took a seat directly opposite his king, and Sara seated herself gracefully beside him.
"Do you know why I asked you here?" the king asked.
"No, in honesty I do not," Seth responded earnestly.
"Do you know that some of the very men in the next room have labeled you a death mage?" the king asked again.
"No, I've never heard the term," Seth replied.
"How does the title make you feel?" the king asked, his eyebrows rising with the question.
" I think it an unfair estimation of me," was Seth’s assessment.
"How so?" 
"Well, your majesty, I can put paint on a parchment, but that does not make me an artist. I can light a forge and swing a hammer but that does not make me a blacksmith. I believe I am the sum of all of my abilities, not just one of them. But I suppose one title lacks as much as any other," Seth said.
"Indeed." The king replied, appearing deep in thought before continuing. "It seems you are wise beyond your years, Seth. Perhaps you have an old soul. I agree that any title given to a magician of your caliber would be found lacking, but every member of my court must have a title." The king said, a slight grin on his face.
"Are you asking me to become a member of your court, your majesty?" Seth asked, looking to Sara who was now smiling openly.
"Indeed I am, Seth," King Valdadore answered. "As a member of my court you would be granted more than just a title. You would be given lands appropriate to your station, as well as a manor house here within the city and enough servants to keep it. Also you would be granted a decent pension, as well as a few other small details I’m sure we could work out along the way," the king finished, awaiting a response.
"That is all a bit overwhelming to be honest, your majesty. Until The Choosing I led a very simple life. I was raised to serve all those who serve me, and I was taught that there was nothing to gain without hard work. I am unsure what purpose I would serve in your court, and I know not what good my counsel would do you. As impelled as I am to accept, I feel I would be doing you a disservice by taking such great gifts, and in return contributing so little,” Seth said honestly.
"You may be a young man, inexperienced in how a kingdom is run, inexperienced in battle tactics and war, but these things can be taught in time. You naturally possess what is most important to me, even above your magical prowess, Seth. Your own statements prove to me that you are an honorable man with morals above and beyond those of many a good man. Though I must agree that if you were to come to my court, I would have to give you a position with some responsibility, so that you may serve the kingdom enough to not burden your conscience. Of course, as well I would expect you to join our armies on the battlefield when the call is given, so that you may aid in protecting the realm which I have striven nearly my whole life to keep peaceful. Would you, Seth, be willing to join my court under these circumstances?" the king finally asked.
"I believe I would," Seth answered. "What would be my title and duties?"
"Being that you follow Ishanya, I must assume her following is growing or will grow, and I think that, like yourself, others may lend themselves to her cause. That being said, I think there may soon be the potential need for someone to lead those followers of Ishanya with the gift of magic. So I would presume to give you the title of Lord, making you equal in stature to your brother who will also be receiving lands and a manor, and I too should like to name you as the Head of the Order of Death Mages, if that suits you. Now with a title and a station, if you agree, is there anything else that you would require before agreeing to such terms?" the king asked, turning himself to face Sara and winking at her.
"I would like to have Sara excused from Judilanthaliz's service as soon as he is able to find a replacement for her, and I should like her to be with me at all times," Seth said. Thinking himself finished, something else struck him and he decided to include it.
"I would request that when in battle I am free to choose my own methods, and I ask that you never openly command me to take a life. I will do so if it is necessary, but I ask that you let me make the choice."
"Done, done, and done, Lord Seth, and might I add that if you two are joined then you, Sara, will be titled Lady Sara. Now that all the formalities are out of the way, let’s talk about today," the king smiled.
 
For nearly an hour after, Seth answered all of the king's questions as best he could about the battles during the testing that morning, leaving out exactly how his magic worked and the event with Borrik after the final confrontation. The king was impressed by Seth turning a goblin to ash, and asked if the rest was just for show. Seth told him that both required about the same exertion, though the ash demonstration was definitely less messy. They all three had a few good laughs, and the king eventually decided that Seth was a man of sound character whom he could trust, and he was also assured he would be a great asset on the battlefield. After a short while, his fears eased and hopes renewed, the king said it was time for business. Rising from his desk, he unbolted the door and threw it open and asked all those in the waiting room to join them in his study.
The throng of people filed into the room and waited, standing all around the immense desk. Before speaking the king quickly scribbled some notes upon a scroll, then raising his head he addressed the crowd. First the king introduced Seth as a lord, and the new Head of the Order of Death Mages. Most gave Seth looks of approval, or a nod of recognition. Garret simply smiled at his brother, pride showing on his face openly. Then it was on to business. First the king took reports from Sirus as well as a few of the other military leaders and war councilors. Then he listened to the heads of the different orders of magic, excluding Seth, since he knew he had nothing to report. Stores of foods and supplies were reported as well as quantities of livestock, and a number of other necessities of war. Seth learned a lot during that meeting about what it meant to rule a kingdom, as well as where the next chapter of his life would probably be written.
Nearly all of the kingdom's forces were already gathered or gathering in the south for a battle that could begin any moment. Sirus assured the king they had at least a few days, explaining the disruption of the enemy’s supply lines. Other officers of Valdadore’s vast armies told of the enemy’s unbelievable numbers, stating that to a man they were outnumbered at least four to one, though the enemy army was said to be much less organized and lacked discipline. No major fighting had yet erupted, but all surmised it was indeed only a matter of days, not weeks or months, before the bloodshed would begin. Most of the invading army was made up of orcs, ogres and goblins. However giants had also been seen by scouts within the mountain passes.
Seth had faced a trio of orcs earlier in the day, as he learned after speaking of the battles with the king. He had known of goblins before, but had no idea what an ogre might be. A giant would be large, he was sure, but what kind of people they were he could not guess. Seth already felt unprepared, and once again he was uncertain what the future might hold, but at least now he was more prepared to protect Sara. He even considered asking her to stay behind, maybe move into their manor home and wait for him to return, but he knew she would never accept his request. So Seth simply planned to protect her as best as he was able.
The reports continued and Seth learned that nearly all capable healers had already left the city and should be arriving with the army soon, if they hadn’t already. Most of the battle mages of any skill had also left to join the army with the healers. Seth watched as the king took his notes, taking in all the information given to him, and he summarily told those gathered in the room to prepare to leave in the morning. As everyone filed back out of the room hastily, needing to make their own preparations, the king raised his hand signaling Seth and Sara to remain.
"As you see, Seth, your abilities will be of much value to the kingdom. To all accounts we are greatly outnumbered, though I have sent emissaries to both the dwarven nation to the east and, gods help us, even to the gnomes to the northwest. No reply has yet come. I feel that in the absence of our allies, you alone may turn the tide of this battle for us," the king said, the burden of his kingdom’s survival heavily weighing him down.
"I understand, your majesty, I shall go and prepare," Seth said. Without another word Seth grabbed Sara’s hand and they hurried out the door.
Sara and Seth rushed down the spiral staircase and through the palace, then outside to the many fortified courtyards and finally out of the castle proper. Taking the lead, Seth then dragged Sara along, down the tiered courtyard outside the castle beneath the many spires and towers and straight under the massive wall that surrounded it all, dragging her directly into Temple Row before slowing. Ducking between two of the most majestic buildings in the city, Seth led Sara down into the temple of Ishanya and skidded to a sudden halt, causing Sara to crash bodily into him from behind.
There in the pews of the forgotten temple sat more than a dozen people, their backs to Seth and Sara. All eyes and ears in the room were fixed on the monstrosity of a priest at the head of the room.
Sara shrieked, the small scream escaping her lips, horrified by the transformation that had terribly deformed the priest's features. All in the pews turned, and Borrik too raised his yellowed eyes to meet those of the newcomers. Recognition and devotion showing plainly in his face. He smiled a gruesome smile, giant canines gleaming.
"Behold, the goddess Ishanya’s champion," Borrik declared, gesturing to Seth.
Seth had not anticipated this. The story of his test earlier in the day and his many feats of magical skill had spread through the city like wildfire. Already people had come to the temple to learn of this goddess who gave immense blessings more powerful than anything anyone had ever heard of. Seth, uncertain what to do, simply bowed his head slightly to Borrik in acknowledgement, then began to walk between the pews towards the disfigured priest. All eyes in the small temple watched as Seth approached Borrik and the two clasped each others’ wrists, shaking hands as comrades did.
"Borrik, I must speak to you," Seth whispered, urgency in his voice.
Borrik responded with a nod and turned to address the small crowd, just as three more people traipsed down the stairs to see what the temple was all about.
"Good people, I must confer with Lord Seth in private. If you would please be patient a few moments, I promise I shall return. Ishanya protect you," Borrik said simply.
Turning abruptly Borrik lead Seth and Sara to the back chamber where they could sit in private, behind closed doors, where none would hear them. Stepping into the room, Borrik motioned for them to make themselves comfortable, and waiting for Seth and Sara to be seated, Borrik closed and barred the door behind them.
"Whatever happened to you?" Sara gasped, plainly distraught over the priest’s new visage.
"It is my doing," Seth admitted in resignation, his shoulders slumping, regret in his voice.
"Regret not, master," Borrik said before elaborating. "I feel better than I have ever felt. My joints no longer ache. I have more strength and energy than I have ever had. Gone are my pains, and once again I feel youthful. You have given me nothing that I did not desire, and no less than what Ishanya had promised you would bestow upon me." Borrik beamed.
Discovering that Borrik thought his curse a blessing, Seth was astonished the man not only did not fear or hate Seth, but had become that much more devoted to him, and not only to him, but to Ishanya as well. This in mind, Seth spoke hastily to Borrik about the impending war in the south and how he and Sara intended to leave in the morning to march for battle. He asked Borrik to join them. Borrik agreed without hesitation, vowing he would do whatever Seth commanded. His only regret was having no one capable to leave behind at the temple to teach of the goddess in order to gather new followers. Knowing it was the man’s life mission, one he had even upheld over decades with no followers, Seth felt loath to not try and find a solution.
"Could you not leave one of those people in attendance, one amongst the pews, to keep up the temple? Could you teach enough in a night that you would feel comfortable leaving?" Seth asked the priest.
"I believe that none of them has enough faith yet to align themselves with the goddess. They only flock to the temple on hearing rumors of your own great abilities, though if it is your command that I come to battle with you, I will do so with or without someone to take my place," Borrik answered.
Having no immediate solution, Seth told Borrik to prepare to leave at first light, feeling he would have great need of the man in the days to come. The three of them rose, Sara finally calming enough to not stare in open horror at Borrik's face, realizing that though he was physically altered, he was the same man. They left the small chamber to re-enter the temple proper, and found that now even more people sat in the pews speaking quietly to one another so as to not disturb the sanctity and tranquility of the place. 
As Borrik, Seth and Sara approached the small dais where Borrik had been standing earlier to speak to the crowd, a young woman rushed towards them and dropped herself upon the stone floor, prostrating herself at their feet. The woman faced the floor, sobbing loudly, kneeling so low that her long brown hair fell in a tangled mess over her shoulders onto the floor itself. There she huddled a moment, her body wracked by uncontrollable sobs, before gathering her courage and rising to her knees she looked up to the trio before her. She first looked to Borrik with a slightly frightened, slightly horrified look, before then turning her gaze to both Seth then Sara. Unknowing who to address she raised her hands to the three of them, revealing a bundle they had not before noticed.
Wrapped in layers of cloth the body of a small infant lay limp in the woman's hands, its face the only portion of its body not covered by the rags wrapped around it. The babe made no sound, no movement, and its eyes stared blankly at nothing, unblinking.
"Please," the woman pleaded. "Save my child," she choked out between sobs.
Borrik simply turned to look at Seth as if there was something he could do. Seth, however, shook his head and shrugged.
"I am no healer, I am sorry," Seth said. It was the only response he could muster for the woman.
"I've been to the healers, m'lord," the woman said defeated. "They say there is nothing physically wrong with him. They said it was in the hands of the gods to decide if he lived. I’ve been to every single temple in the city and none of the priests will help him." The woman replied constantly gasping for breath.
Seth pondered the scenario a moment, then using his sight of the gods looked into the child. Indeed the babe lived, though it probably only had moments left. The baby's inner aura was nearly gone, so faint it was that Seth nearly overlooked it. If the healers deemed the baby healthy, then the only thing wrong was that the child had not been blessed with enough life force to live the span of a normal human life. Seth assumed that this was probably the reason for most still born babes, but saw an opportunity.
"What would you be willing to give if I were able to save your child?" Seth asked. 
The woman looked up again to meet his gaze, a spark of hope daring to enter her eyes.
"Anything, m’lord," was her only reply.
"Would you be willing to give your life in servitude to the goddess Ishanya? Would you be willing to give a portion of your own life so that the child may live, knowing that in doing so your own life would be shortened and your child may not live to be any older than you are now?" Seth questioned, an unusual sternness in his voice. The woman simply nodded her head vigorously in reply.
"So be it." Seth reached out with a mental tendril and siphoned away half of the woman's life force. He held it for a moment, reveling in the ecstasy, then poured it into the babe in the woman’s arms. Immediately the child began wailing from hunger, its eyes becoming more focused and its eyelids fluttering in an attempt to relieve the dryness that hours of not blinking had left. Seth ignored the baby.
"Bless you, my lord!" the woman nearly shouted, becoming once again wracked by sobs, this time of joy. As she again prostrated herself before Seth, mumbling beneath her breath between sobs, Seth watched as the rainbow hue of her life force drained of all color, proof of her fealty to Ishanya. As Seth looked around at all the faces behind the many pews, all staring at him in wonder, he watched as two more souls blackened as they joined Ishanya’s followers. 
"I am not finished," Seth stated, looking to the crowd, and then the woman still on her knees at his feet, gauging their reactions. "You swore to spend your life serving Ishanya, and I already know that you spoke truly, thus I give you a new responsibility. In service to Ishanya you shall swear to give up whatever previous life you had, and in exchange you shall train as a priestess of Ishanya and guide and teach others into her cause. Do you so swear?" Seth asked the woman, his stern voice returning.
"I do, my lord, I do." The woman replied, willing to give anything to the man who restored her child's life.
"Look to my priest, woman," Seth ordered the young mother at his feet, gesturing to Borrik beside him. Seth watched as a mix of fear and pity played across the woman's face. "Do you fear my priest?" Seth asked in a demanding tone.
The woman hesitated as if to work out her answer. "No, my lord, though he looks fearful enough I admit, he serves Ishanya whom I know to be both compassionate and powerful. So I feel that though your priest looks menacing and powerful, so too must he be compassionate," the woman replied. Seth and Borrik both appreciated the woman’s answer.
"I find myself in a hard place, woman," Seth said looking down to her at his feet. She still clutched her babe to her chest, trying to soothe it whilst speaking to the man who saved its life.
"I feel I have done three disservices tonight," Seth admitted. He then looked around the room to be sure all listened, and was happy to find that everyone was riveted to their seats, hanging on his every word. "I have shortened your life thus doing you a disservice, I have given your child the portion of life that I took from you, allowing it to live, but not a full life, thus doing your child a disservice. And worst of all, I have sworn you to become a priestess to serve the goddess Ishanya herself, but with your diminished lifespan I fear I too have done Ishanya a disservice. Do you understand?" Seth asked.
Around the room heads nodded, and the woman at Seth’s feet also nodded her head in understanding.
"I can return you those years now. Not only to you, but also to your child. I can assure you both long lives indeed. In restoring those years to you, I do you both another great service, as well as making amends to Ishanya. But with such a service also comes a price for extending your lives. Like the priest Borrik here, I must strip you of some of your humanity. Would you wish this boon upon yourself and your child, to better serve the goddess who spared your child's life?" Seth asked the woman his stern voice turning calmer, more questioning. Heads around the room bobbled in agreement, not only from their belief that this was the right thing to do, but also because many wanted to witness the spectacle for themselves.
The small woman thought for many moments, trying to mentally weigh the pros and cons of the offer before her. She finally decided that in giving some of her humanity, as well as that of her child's, she would, through greater service to Ishanya, allow them both to have longer, more fulfilling lives, allowing not only her child to live a complete life, but also allowing herself the years to spend with her child well into adulthood. It was a greedy decision, she knew, but she wanted it for both her and her babe with her whole heart.
"Yes, m'lord, I am willing," she finally responded.
Seth nodded his acknowledgement, and kneeling himself, placed his hands on the foreheads of both the woman and her child. This time at least he knew what to expect, and seeing how Borrik had responded to the action earlier in the day, he anticipated how the woman would react. What had disgusted Seth to near sickness just hours ago gave him little hesitation now, as he knew that physically these people would be altered for their entire lives, but mentally and emotionally they would remain much the same.
Unlocking the remaining power of the blessed orc he had siphoned during his test earlier in the day, Seth released it. Bending it to his will he focused it out through his body into the woman and the small babe. This time Seth was able to witness the deed as it happened, whereas earlier Borrik's cowl had impeded his vision. Seth, Sara and Borrik watched, as well as all the other onlookers in the room, as the woman and her infant child began to alter, unseen alien energy mingling with their own human life forces. At first it appeared as if small things crawled beneath the skin of the two subjects, lumps forming and moving, then dissolving once again, leaving behind altered features. The foreheads flattened slightly, noses smoothed to almost nothing, jaws and lips widened, and from the mother large canine teeth sprouted, pushing up through her lips from her jaw below. Her eyes rolled back and eyelids fluttered as moans of pleasure escaped her lips, becoming slightly deeper in tone as she altered. Her long brown hair seemed to melt back into her darkening flesh as reddish-purple coarse hair sprouted simultaneously from the same follicles that had just devoured her former hair. Her lighter human-toned skin became more transparent, showing through it the many larger blood vessels that criss-crossed her body, and the flesh beneath the topmost layers took on an oily, darkened tone almost akin to purple. Her limbs stretched slightly, and her joints seemed to bulge a little, protruding more and showing more definition through her skin. 
The baby at first simply cooed with the pleasure it felt coursing through it, instantly stopping its wailing. Being so small and not yet matured its change took place nearly instantly. Its flesh darkened as its young eyes yellowed and the pupils turned silver. Its nose heaved inward nearly disappearing completely, its young jawbone jutted outward slightly and stretched to each side, and the rest of the infant’s change was hidden from the bundle it was wrapped within.
Seth watched as the woman and her child’s auras grew quickly, then shutting away what precious little energy he had left, he allowed the woman and her infant several moments to recover. His task complete, he looked around the room, once again seeing with his vision of the gods, and stood in awe at the mass of swirling blackened auras in the room. Everyone here, save one, had now given themselves to Ishanya. Sara alone remained unchanged, her understanding of the gods above those of the common people was not so easy to sway, and Seth loved her all the more for it. Not knowing what else to do, and feeling as if he had already done all he could, Seth bid Borrik to meet him and Sara at the mages’ tower before first light. Grabbing Sara’s hand he began to lead her from the temple, leaving behind them the astonished faces of Ishanya’s newest followers.
Sara accompanied Seth back through the darkening streets of Valdadore, her mind reliving the transformation of the woman and her child again and again through her mind’s eye. Feeling a mix of horror and wonder, she could not help but ponder if Seth had done the right thing by making monstrosities of the woman and her infant. She realized that he had saved the life of the baby, but wondered if that would matter now, since the child would live a life of torment, being an outsider to the very people it had been born to. People could be wicked things, and the poor child would not be able to live a normal life among its peers. Though all of the simple people in the temple believed they had witnessed a great blessing, Sara had seen the curse that it may one day become to be realized. 
Sara slowed her pace, lost in thought causing Seth, still leading her by the hand, to slow as well. He turned to see what had brought the change in speed and witnessed upon Sara’s face a great look of concern. Knowing the look, Seth stopped and was nearly barreled over by Sara, so lost to her own musing she hadn’t noticed his abrupt halt. Giving her a moment to recover herself, Seth stood with a questioning look on his face. Within seconds, Sara gathering her thoughts, related all her worries concerning the woman and her child.
"She willingly made the sacrifice for herself and her child, Sara," Seth said. "You were there. I didn’t force it upon them, I merely asked. True I did not contemplate the full consequences of my actions, but what else was I to do?"
"I don't know, my love, I just fear for what that poor child will endure. And you are right, all you did was ask, but the poor woman was so desperate that you could have asked her to slit her own throat and she would have done it to save her baby," Sara responded.
Seth didn't know what to do or say to Sara’s concerns. Maybe he had done the wrong thing by saving the child, but it felt right. Also, Seth had seen in the woman the means to placate Borrik's fears of leaving the temple unattended. Seth knew not now if he had actually done the deed for the woman, for her child, for himself, or for Borrik. The whole conversation left him confused and worried, though at present there was little to do about it. So he remained silent. Seth felt as if he were being pulled in so many directions there may never again be a solution in his life that would meet the needs of all those he held allegiance to. There were so many things to consider now with his newfound power, his position at the king's court, his oath to protect Sara, his oath to help bring peace back to his kingdom, his oath to serve Ishanya, and even Borrik's oath to serve him. All this, and the only person Seth felt could help him sort it all out was lost in his own new responsibilities as a knight serving the king. Seth missed his brother terribly, and knew Garret could lend him some insight into his dilemma. But things were moving so fast, even seeing his brother today they had barely had time to catch up at all, let along speak of anything of real importance. 
Not knowing what else to do, Seth grabbed Sara’s hand once again and they walked together towards the castle and their home in the mage’s tower, both of them all the while sorting through the "what ifs" of the past, present and future. Before they climbed the stairs and arrived at Seth’s chamber, Seth had come to one conclusion. Every decision he made from here on out would have to be made with much reflection as to its future consequences. With so much riding on him, he dared not let anyone down, least of all Sara.
 
Ishanya’s followers were few indeed, but in the span of a mortal day they had gone from two to over ten times that number. Hiding in the deepest, darkest hole in the heavens, Ishanya smiled as the first few ripples of a changing tide could be seen on the horizon of time. She was weak beyond measure in comparison to the other gods, but she was gaining a following among men once again, and though that helped her little now, as soon as they began to die she would once again become infused with the great power that was her right. Her plan was working perfectly, and Seth had played his role well thus far. So long as he continued on the path Ishanya herself had laid for him, she would gain new followers at an astonishing rate, and change the world and the heavens forever. All Ishanya needed to do was wait, and make sure Seth continued to sway men to her cause and continue to give him reasons to do so. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
Inner Struggles and Other Demons
 
 
The night had passed quickly without interruption, dusk turning to dark, and dark to dawn. Seth and Sara had little to prepare and thus went straight to sleep in each other’s arms. Seth slept fitfully throughout the night burdened by all his self-inflicted responsibilities, but managed each time to find sleep again, restless as he was. Both Seth and Sara awoke early and decided together to rise before the sun, each of them overwhelmed with anxiousness, uncertain what the days to come would hold.
Donning his blackened robes, Seth strapped his sword around his waist and shouldered his pack, deciding to carry the staff he had won the day before. He was pleased as Sara once again dressed in the less than modest leather outfit he had purchased for her in Stone Haven. She left briefly to gather her possessions from her room, but returned promptly wearing her own pack, and her crossbow which hung under her arm like a woman's shoulder bag. As Seth extinguished the enchanted candles in his room, and letting Sara exit before him, he remembered something that until this day he had completely forgotten. Hastily crossing the room again, Seth knelt. Reaching under his bed he collected the old worn leather tome Borrik had given him many weeks ago upon first arriving in the city. The tiny booklet had been a mystery of sorts, showing centuries of wear, yet all the pages in it appeared to be blank. Thus being unreadable, Seth had hidden the thing beneath his bed, lost to his memory until now. Standing once again Seth shoved the small book in a hidden pocket inside his robe, and joined Sara outside the room, closing the door behind him.
They climbed down the many flights of stairs, each thinking their own thoughts, witnessing from time to time a person rushing this way or that, and both assumed that last minute preparations were still underway. They made the ground floor in short order and crossing the entryway exited the enchanted doors that silently swung open of their own accord. Seth and Sara stepped out into the still darkened courtyards of the castle complex and were greeted by the remains of the cool night air. The entire expanse of the courtyards from the tower to the palace was a commotion of great purpose. Stable masters by the dozens led several hundred horses through the courtyard as wagons piled high with supplies and equipment were lined up in front of the gates ready to leave. People darted here and there caught up in their own duties, hurrying to complete that which they had not finished. Seth and Sara looked around shocked by the scale of the preparations, both assuming it would be a small procession leaving this day to join the larger body of the army, neither of them expecting anything of this magnitude. As they rounded the mages’ tower, deciding to head for the palace, a shadow detached itself from the wall at the base of the tower, sliding in behind them, matching their pace.
Seth had not seen so much as felt the man fall into step with them, wondering again at the many uses of the sight granted to him by Ishanya.
"Good morning Borrik. Were you able to get everything in order before departing?” Seth asked. He hadn't even looked back at the man behind him. Sara turned to look at Seth questioningly, wondering if his powers allowed him to communicate over great distances as well, and could not help but jump in surprise when Borrik responded, "All is in order as best as I was able to leave it, master."
Seth nodded his head but said no more, leading them all up through the terraced courtyards towards the palace in hopes of making some sense of what was going on. Near the palace several hundred common soldiers stood in ranks already prepared to march, but awaiting orders to do so. More and more wagons and horses pulled up outside the palace, loaded down with spare weapons and armor from the royal armory. But these were of little consequence to Seth and so he still looked with both his eyes and his mind for someone who might point him in the right direction. Finally passing the lines and lines of soldiers, Seth spotted a welcome sight amongst the milling crowd. Near the entrance to the palace itself stood four men, gleaming even in the early morning light, dressed in the armor of the Knights of Valdadore. Seth led Sara and Borrik, veering this way and that through the crowds of people wagons and animals, keeping as direct a route as possible to the palace gates. Moments later, approaching the four men, just as he had hoped Seth spotted his brother among them.
Garret and his three companions stood in a tight circle talking amongst themselves as Seth approached. Seth could see his brother and another young man beside him, but the other two knights had their backs to him, partially obscuring his view. As he neared, Seth waved to get Garret's attention, happy to see his brother laughing and joking with his peers. Having the intended effect, Seth watched as recognition crossed his brother's face, and excusing himself Garret left his companions to join Seth, Sara and Borrik a mere dozen yards away.
Seth and Garret shared a quick hug, pounding each other on the back in greeting then stood back a moment looking each other in approval before Sara hugged Garret as well. Not wanting to be rude, Seth then introduced his brother to Borrik, having noticed Garret's occasional stray glances at the man. As the two neared to shake hands in greeting, Borrik threw back his cowl exposing his inhuman features to Garret who barely hesitated before grasping the mutated man’s wrist in greeting. Garret shook Borrik's hand just as he would anyone else, though inwardly he found the man wholly unnatural. As the two men finished their introduction, Seth watched and was surprised as his brother motioned with his head towards Borrik, though he was facing Seth, meaning that he had already heard the rumors. The four talked easily for many minutes, Garret assuring them all that they would be leaving before the sun crested the horizon. 
Only moments later Garret's words were proven true as all the common soldiers were given the command and began marching in ranks, four abreast, across the courtyards and out of the castle complex, followed directly by nearly a hundred horse-pulled wagons. After the commotion passed and the soldiers and wagons retreated from the castle into the city's streets, dozens of saddled horses were brought to stand outside the palace gates where Seth and his companions waited. Much to Seth’s surprise another beast came bounding across the courtyards as well, and when it came into view, Seth was impressed to see the giant armored beast saunter up to one of the knights his brother previously attended, and sit patiently beside its master.
Garret explained that the beast was a breed of enormous wolf from high in the mountains, and was mentally linked to the dwarf Zorbin so that they could communicate their needs to one another. All were astonished at the revelation and each had their own theories of what such a connection might feel like. Garret and Seth shared with one another all that happened to them in the many weeks past, both detailing their moment of being "blessed", and Garret tried to describe his blessing to his brother as best he was able, having only experienced it once. They talked on for nearly half an hour before the king and his retinue of advisors and servants exited the palace and prepared to mount their horses.
The king, wearing armor akin to those of his knights, mounted a great white horse while his retinue also began to mount similar steeds. Pulling on his reins, the king, looking as grand as the god he worshipped, turned on his saddle and his seeking eyes came to land on Seth. He guided his mount to intercept the young magician. 
"I should like you to ride with me this morning," King Valdadore said. He spoke to Seth but his eyes strayed to Borrik. Hearing Seth’s affirmative response the king turned and guided his steed back to his now mounted advisors.
Seth, Sara, Borrik and Garret joined the other three Knights of Valdadore as they walked to gain mounts of their own, though Zorbin the dwarf climbed on the great armored wolf and took care to keep his distance from the horses. Within short order all were mounted, and Seth, Sara and Borrik found themselves near the head of the retinue, along with the king, his knights, advisors and various military leaders. Garret, Sirus and Philip took the lead of the procession acting as honor guard with Zorbin and his great wolf springing on ahead through the streets, clearing the way through the city. Behind the knights rode Seth, Sara and Borrik, accompanied by the king himself. Behind them came the heads of all the other mage orders, and further behind still the various other people of note followed the procession according to rank and importance. In total the procession was less than fifty people, but the king assured them they would reach those who marched out earlier within the hour, and would join the main army within three days.
Passing through the city, the commoners treated the procession like a parade, tossing flowers upon the cobbles of the road and cheering on their king and all the nobles of his court. Seth more than once saw persons from the crowd pointing at him and then speaking to their peers. It was a fairly slow procession through the city, even on horseback, for though Zorbin had cleared the way, as soon as he was gone the peasants crowded the roads once more wanting to get as close a look as they could at their regal leader and his retinue. As they strode through the last few intersections of the city, the scent of trampled flowers rising from the hooves of their mounts, the sun crested the eastern wall finally bringing day to the city. The sky was clear with only a few wisps of clouds, but the night before had brought a chill that would not burn off for several hours into the day. Clearing the outer wall of the castle city, the horses themselves seemed to be relieved. Free of the confines of the city streets, it wasn’t long before the mounted riders sprawled out, stretching their line, and allowing the well-trained war horses to keep pace and formation with those ahead.
The war horses and their riders rode at a swift pace all morning unhindered. Even the weather seemed to be on their side with the skies remaining clear and a slight breeze at their back. Slowly the chill of the previous night burned off and the air warmed considerably. As the king had promised, within an hour of leaving the city gates they had passed all those who had left earlier in the morning, and when they approached the supply wagons they veered their mounts off the road choosing to race them through the freshly cut and harvested fields of wheat thus leaving the road to the wagons and troops who marched on foot. Seth was touched by the men marching to battle as they sung an old battle hymn to the rhythm of their marching. It was a somber tune of glories forgotten and brothers lost that made Seth think of his last night at home in Vineleaf when he had learned that he was not Garret's twin, but instead an orphan, who had been raised in a family who shared no blood with him. Seth still found the truth of his entire life a bit hard to stomach, so turned instead to ponder the days to come. 
Several hours had passed since the mounted procession had lost all traces of the foot soldiers on the horizon behind them, and everyone’s thoughts seemed to drift to their own personal concerns and not the greater worries about what lay ahead. Even after hours of riding, the king remained to Seth’s right, and Sara and Borrik remained to his left, though several yards lay in-between each of the horses when traveling at these speeds. Even so, it caught Seth off guard when the king swung his mount to race directly beside Seth’s, leaving neither of them any room to maneuver if they should approach some obstacle in the road.
The king stared at Seth for several minutes as if trying to think how to approach the conversation he obviously wanted to start, and finally deciding, he spoke just loud enough for his voice to carry to Seth over the thundering of hooves from all around.
"This transformation you have done on the priest, is it true you have done others as well?" the king asked.
Seth simply nodded in response, unsure where this conversation might lead. The king pondered Seth’s answer a few moments more before continuing his line of questioning. The king asked many questions about Borrik's transformation and each time Seth gave an answer the king pondered anew, and many moments would pass before the king would phrase his next question. His questions started very vaguely, asking if it had caused any pain to the priest, why did he look like a half breed between a human and an orc, did it take long to accomplish, was the man affected mentally by the transformation, and then finally why did Seth transform the man at all.
Seth answered the questions as best he could, with as little information as possible. He told the king that it was neither a painful nor lengthy process, and that he had indeed infused the priest with the characteristics of an orc, that it had not affected the priest mentally, and he had done it because the priest was aging and frail and wanted to join Seth in going to war. This last part was a lie, of course, but Seth did not want to share his moment of weakness with the king. All his answers the king accepted, no emotion but intrigue ever crossing his face. Almost an hour passed in silence with the king and his mount racing perilously close to Seth’s before the king, apparently decided about something, began to speak again. This time however Seth noticed right away that the king's line of interrogation led to only one likely outcome.
"Is it possible to give any race of man the characteristics and attributes of another?" asked the king.
"I believe so, though I have only tried with humans and orcs," Seth replied.
Seth knew where it was going as soon as the king began to question anew. This time he asked questions about possibilities. Would it be possible to entwine the attributes of more than two races of man, perhaps four or five? Was it possible to do the same with different species of animals? Could the same be done between men and animals, and other questions of the likes of these.
Seth again answered that he believed that most would indeed be possible, though he hadn’t tried it. He was a little unsure about the blending of a man and an animal as not all animals had the same organs as a man and it was a new ability he hadn’t been able to explore yet. It was after taking all this in and mulling it over for a while that the king posed his one real question.
"Could we use this ability to create a special breed of soldier?" King Valdadore asked, his face taking on a visage of pure tactical seriousness.
"It is possible," Seth conceded. Seth knew it was coming to this all along, and after his talk with Sara yesterday, the thought already made him uncomfortable. By serving the king and kingdom, Seth could twist it to serve Ishanya as well, but how would Sara feel about it? Seth did not want to disappoint her or do something that might put a wall between them. Seth waited for the next question, already loathing it.
"What would be required for you to perform such a blending as you call it?" the king asked. At this question the king leaned precariously over his saddle to hear Seth more clearly.
"I would need the men you wanted to blend, and whatever else you wished to blend them with," Seth replied. It seemed inevitable that the king would want to create some new breed of soldier. If they really were as outnumbered as the reports said, it may be their only chance. The king nodded his understanding and posed another query.
"Nearly all of our enemies have superior vision at night than we do. Orcs, goblins and trolls all see nearly as clearly at night as we do during the day. If they attack at night, without warning, we will be decimated. We need some scouts who can see as well in darkness as they can in daylight, but I want them adjusted to their eyes and new bodies before we arrive on the battlefield. We haven’t any prisoners to blend with our men, but what else may suffice?" the king asked, almost in desperation.
"You would need an animal, I suppose one with superior night vision, though I would suggest a large animal as close to the size of a man as possible. Having never tried it, I would not want to risk anything else at this point," Seth offered.
"What of the men, do we need anything in particular when it comes to the men?" The king had already decided upon the course of action.
"I would not take such a risk on any man, your majesty. If you wish this of me, then spare the young with families and children. Bring me men who have lived a full life already, have no families or wives, and have no faith to any god." These were Seth’s demands, and the only way he could think of to make it right with Sara. "One last thing, your majesty. The men have to volunteer of their own free will." 
With a nod of his head the king left Seth’s side and raced ahead where he veered his stallion close to that of Philip, one of his knights. The king and knight spoke a moment. The knight, nodding his understanding, leapt from his speeding horse with amazing haste and agility, stripping his armor mid-flight and letting it fall like leaves. He landed with a roll and began running back the way they had come at an unbelievable velocity. Seth watched as his brother slowed and turned to retrieve the armor. With Philip racing back the way they had come, the king reined in his horse, slowing the procession to a trot for the remainder of the day, stopping twice to rest the horses and eat a quick meal before resuming.
The rest of the day the king kept a safe distance from Seth, who spent his time pondering what the consequences might be for the deed he had agreed to do. At their slowed rate of travel, the afternoon seemed to stretch unnaturally compared to the morning. The landscape looked much the same the entire day, covered from horizon to horizon with freshly cut fields broken only by the occasional farm house in the distance. But now that evening was upon them, the terrain took on a different look entirely. The first thing Seth noticed was the change in the road. Up until the last few miles it had been a well maintained cobble road; now it was just a wide dirt path. Previously there had been unending fields in all directions; ahead of them now he could see the edge of an immense forest with towering ancient oaks such as he had never seen before. These were massive trees whose trunks were wider than any tree Seth had ever before imagined. Though the trail had been blazed between the trees generations ago, and the trees cut back from the road a hundred yards to a side, as the miles passed beneath him Seth was disturbed to see that no light reached the earth where the road entered the forest. Despite the fact the nearest trees on either side of the trail were over two hundred yards apart, their immense limbs stretched across the great expanse, creating a nearly perfect canopy that left the ground below in utter darkness. The auras of these trees were also amazing to behold. Theirs was a rainbow hue like that of every plant Seth had noted, but these held an undercurrent of a deep purple. They pulsed so slowly as if to barely live at all with no real beginning or end to their rhythm. 
As they neared the ancient forest a call came from the rear of the line that riders were on the horizon to the north, and gaining fast. Before even the king could react to the news, Philip came rushing up the trail, allowing himself several hundred yards to slow his pace before falling in beside the king, keeping pace with the royal mount effortlessly. Having been debriefed, Philip went to gather his armor and his horse as the king raised his hand into the sky signaling all those in the procession to halt.
Within moments the king gave orders and all set about dismounting their horses and, removing items from saddlebags, they began to set camp below the canopy of the trees, off the path. Though Philip had just returned, he unsheathed his twin short swords and raced off into the woods. Several men began dragging logs and sticks into a pile in preparation of a fire. Seth, Sara and Borrik watched as those with experience nearly had the camp set before they had even dismounted and tied their horses to an already established tether line. Seth stood transfixed as their camp was erected without a single direction given. This was discipline and experience in action. Awed by what they saw, the three walked beneath the canopy of trees into camp.
The immense forest was an entire new world to Seth and it sent all of his senses reeling. In the shadow of the trees the temperature was at least ten degrees cooler than out in the sun, but somehow it remained incredibly humid. The earth smelled rich here, and as stakes were driven into the ground to erect the various tents, the smell grew stronger and stronger as if the soil here was more potent than any other place he had traveled. It would explain the colossal size of the trees. Nothing but thick moss and a few varieties of fungus grew below the trees though vines hung everywhere. Looking around Seth saw no real sign of any other life either. However, reaching out with his magical senses Seth could feel literally millions of auras tugging at his consciousness. He located a nest of insects not far from camp that sprawled for hundreds of yards in all directions underground. In the trees birds and other creatures rested on branches or clung to the sides of the giant trunks. Life was everywhere in the forest, and Seth wandered around camp, Sara in tow, as he took in all of his surroundings.
 



*****
 
Borrik remained at the edge of camp, not quite feeling he belonged. This was not so much due to his appearance, but his station that hindered him here. He was not of the royal elite, he possessed no skills of war, and though he now felt as powerful as any non-blessed human soldier in his new form, he had no training to match. This was a camp of military precision, and Borrik did not know his place here. Deciding he had better learn to fit in, the better to serve his master, Borrik finally entered the camp and began dragging logs for the fire.
 



*****
 
Seth and Sara wandered aimlessly until finally someone shouted for Seth’s attention. Turning, Seth spotted Borrik near a large pile of deadwood, attempting to get his attention. Sara followed Seth’s lead again, this time back into the heart of camp. As they approached Borrik, who was motioning to the pile of wood, a ball of fire came shooting across the camp into it, making it explode into flame. Turning to see the origin of the fireball, Seth, Sara and Borrik all witnessed the smug grin on Vladmere's face. 
"It seems his jealousy remains," Seth murmured.
Sara giggled as Seth and Borrik too shared a laugh. Watching them all laugh angered Vladmere all the more and he then stomped off across camp like a toddler in a tantrum.
Shortly after camp was completed, one of the soldiers collected Seth, Sara and Borrik and showed them their tents. Each in turn tossed their packs inside, and watched as Philip emerged once again from the forest. Chatting with Garret and Zorbin, the three disappeared back into the trees. Everyone in camp stood talking in small groups when the sound of hoof beats thrummed the ground in steady rhythm and the riders, who less than half an hour ago had been spotted on the horizon, came reeling to the edge of camp. 
There were eight riders in all. Seth observed as they dismounted, using the care that comes with age to spare their joints the jarring of leaping down. His assumptions assured, Seth watched them tether their horses as the king himself walked out of camp to welcome them. Seth realized that it would be no surprise if the king knew them each by name. Sure there were thousands in the army, but most were young, having been with the army less than a decade. These men were grizzled well-decorated veterans, who had fought many campaigns, with more experience between the eight of them than nearly a hundred of their young counterparts. The king greeted each of them, clasping at the wrist like old friends, and speaking to each one in turn.
"What’s going on with them?" Sara asked. Seth was afraid to answer, but knew it was a necessity.
"I am to conduct an experiment on them. The king wants me to combine them with some animals to give them sharper vision in the dark so that they may better keep watch at night when our enemies are more likely to attack," Seth said.
"I see," Sara replied, obviously unhappy.
"It is out of necessity that I do this. I made sure the king brought me only men who have already lived a full life and have no family to speak of, and are volunteers. I did not want to make the same mistake today as I did yesterday," Seth admitted, feeling defeated.
"That, my darling, is precisely why I love you," Sara smiled, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing Seth hard. He had gotten the approval he hadn’t ever hoped for.
Borrik emerged from his tent to join them just as Garret, Philip and Zorbin emerged from the forest, bringing with them a heavy load. Zorbin and Garret dragged behind them a grizzly bear that must have weighed at least three hundred pounds. And as if that wouldn’t be enough, Garret also had wrapped around his shoulders a small buck with perhaps five or six points to its credit. But it was Philip's prize that both astounded and offended Sara, and left others simply bewildered. Dragging behind Philip, their back legs broken, were a pair of large does. They thrashed wildly trying to escape and mewed loudly, their pain evident to everyone, but Philip ignored it, refusing to end their suffering. Before entering camp he lashed the beasts, by their broken legs, to a fallen log. Leaving the does to suffer Philip then assisted Garret by removing the buck from his shoulders and carrying it into camp. None there understood the reasoning for the foul treatment of the animals, and even hardened veterans found it unpleasant to endure the suffering of such animals, but all knew that a Knight of Valdadore would not do such a thing if it were not of necessity. Thus all stayed their hands, and their mouths, lest words betray their feelings on the matter. 
As the evening wound down the bear and buck were summarily skinned and butchered and hung upon a spit above the blazing fire, soon filling the camp with the scent of cooking meat. The sizzle of fat dripping into the fire did at least a little to drown out the sound of the pleading animals at the forest's edge. The king sat near the fire speaking with the elderly veterans and none approached to interrupt him without invitation. Seth and Sara took the time to enjoy a few moments alone in the growing darkness as Borrik rested against a tent pole, his eyes closed. Seth watched from across the camp as his brother and the other knights spoke amongst each other, and though he wanted sorely to have more time to talk to his brother, he didn't know what they discussed and so did not want to interrupt them either. Glancing back to the fire, Seth saw the king and all eight of the veterans openly looking at him. Apparently the king had been relating something about Seth to the men, maybe giving them the details of their plan that not even Seth was yet aware of. Unable to restrain himself any longer, Seth released Sara. With a smile, he gestured for her to come with him. Stopping only to rouse Borrik, Seth led them directly to the fire, without invitation.
"Welcome, Lord Seth," the king said noting their approach. "I have been speaking to the men of your testing yesterday. Of course they had heard rumors, but I gave them the facts and the details and I believe them all to be very impressed." King Valdadore intoned.
"Thank you, your majesty," Seth nodded. "But what of our plans for these men? Do they know what they are volunteering for?" Seth asked.
"As best as I am able, I have informed them," the king replied honestly.
"Borrik, please remove your cowl so that these men may see their future," Seth requested.
Borrik removed his cowl, and being hardened veterans, not a single expression revealed any sign of surprise at Borrik's inhuman visage.
"All of you men are consigning your life to one that may leave you shunned by your fellow man. People may fear you, and your own comrades may distrust you. Though if all goes well, you men alone may be the deciding factor in the battle to come. Your sacrifice may save the lives of countless others," Seth said determinedly, trying to drive his point home.
Each of the men in turn nodded their understanding and looked now at Seth with more respect than before. Each of them was committed, for whatever reasons of their own, and each was willing to sacrifice their physical humanity to fight their enemies more effectively.
"Now your majesty, if you don’t mind, what’s with the does?" Seth asked.
"You all get the rest of the plan, let’s pray it works," the king said. "I wanted at first only soldiers who could see through darkness, but I realized that there was an opportunity for more. I want the most attributes that will be useful to us as possible. I want Seth to meld you each with an animal that not only is able to see in darkness but also is cunning, and able to communicate quickly and work as a team. Yet I also wanted ferociousness and intelligence, loyalty and obedience. So I sent Philip out to bring us some bait, and with any luck those two does will lure us in some wolves," The king said, a cunning smile dancing on his lips.
Seth could not help but admire the king's ability to think things through. An opossum would have been enough to give the men vision in the dark, but if they ended up taking on any mental traits of the beast they were melded with, at any sight of danger it was likely they would have just fallen down and played dead! The king was banking on the men getting both physical and mental attributes of the wolves and, without any prior experience, the king’s reasoning made sense. Though Borrik appeared mentally unchanged, he had been melded with another man. Though of different races, their experiences, needs, wants and ways of thinking were near identical, but an animal and a man were dissimilar in nearly all ways. The king's logic was sound, but none actually knew what the outcome might be. The men could become so inhuman that the king might not even be able to control them. Only time would tell, and only if the deer could bring the wolves to the camp.
Hours passed and evening turned into night, and the camp settled down and ate a large meal of the roasted meat with cheese and bread from their packs, and stout ale to wash it all down. Seth kept alert to any auras at the edge of the camp, but knew from experience that at a range of a hundred yards he would be straining himself to drain the wolves. Seth also knew that if the life force of the wolves was anything like that of the orcs, he wouldn’t be able to contain eight of them simultaneously without some place to release the power. It was going to be a quick process; it would have to be. Once the wolves realized their brethren were vanishing, they were unlikely to stay. Seth would have to strip the life of one of the animals and instantly be able to transfer it to one of the men before stripping the next, lest he overwhelm himself again. But for now all was quiet at the edge of the forest except for the still thrashing deer, both of which were now bleeding from their repeated but feeble attempts at escaping.
Meals finished, watch was set and the king sent everyone else to their tents, minus himself, Seth, Borrik and the eight elderly soldiers. Even Sara was forced to retreat to her tent. The king wished to witness the birth of his new troops, and since he was the king, Seth did not oppose him. Borrik remained as "spiritual support" and also to help Seth with any need that may arise, as he was sworn to do at all times. Currently Seth and the king sat just outside camp, behind a fallen branch that was large enough to be referred to as a log. Behind the men was a tent where the veterans and Borrik remained hidden from view. The tent too was camouflaged with smaller branches and fungus from the forest floor. It was cramped with nine men inside a tent designed for five, but being soldiers none of them complained. 
Every one of them inside the tent and out sat unmoving and unspeaking for over two and a half hours, stripped of all their clothing but their trousers, until the second moon rose, before the first howl was heard. By now both the does had worn themselves out and neither had moved or made any sound for over an hour, but with the howling both began to thrash and mew again, seeking escape. Moments later another howl from another direction lent its ghastly sound to the night. Silently the men continued to wait, eager to see some progress when a third and then a fourth howl rose to the night much closer than those previously. Within seconds another howl came from far off to the right and then another straight out into the forest. Seth, seeking constantly with his mind, brushed an aura lightly way out at the fringes of his ability, but then it was gone. Another howl arose this time out to the left and was joined by two more in the same locale. Then to the right several more howls joined in the song and blended into one eerie sound. 
Many more moments passed and all was silent. Through slits cut in the canvas wall, the arms of the veterans protruded through, each bared, each awaiting Seth’s grasp and the influx of a wolf's life force. Seth continued to scan his consciousness for new auras and this time he found one. A lone wolf had ventured nearer to camp than its peers, apparently scouting the situation. Seth, fixed on the scout, waited for what seemed an eternity, but eventually the wolf came even nearer, and as it closed in, the other wolves ventured into range too. At this distance it was hard to distinguish one from another, but Seth was now certain that there were at least a dozen of them in the pack. Even though he could sense them, the wolves still remained too far and so Seth waited as the lone wolf in the lead reached the edge of the forest and paused, scanning for any threats. As the wolf waited so too did Seth, only nodding once to his king who sat beside him, a signal that things were about to get very hectic, very quickly. The pack of wolves moved as one, each one sauntering in from a different location, making their approach from every available angle. Converging on the edge of the forest, their thrashing prey in sight, they awaited the lead of their alpha to attack. And as soon as the leader of the pack sprang into action, so too did Seth.
Reaching out with a tendril of his consciousness, Seth located the wolf furthest from the does. Being in the rear it would not be missed by its brethren readily. Connecting with the wolf's life force, Seth ripped it away, and recoiling the tendril brought the power back to course through him, awash in ecstasy. Seth reached out and grabbed the first available forearm and unleashed the life force into the awaiting man inside the tent. As the first of the old soldiers was overcome by the pleasure of the transformation, Seth was already seeking his second target, unwilling to become distracted by those in the tent behind him. Locating it, Seth pulled with his mind and felt as the life was ripped from its owner. Again Seth reveled in the glory of the sensation for a moment before releasing it into the second of the volunteers. The wolves even now were quite some distance away, and being such, perspiration began to bead on Seth’s head and neck. Without time to wipe it away, Seth located his third target and again stripped a beast of its life and within a second that life was transforming yet another veteran. Three down. Seth knew he was not even halfway there, yet already he could feel his knees shaking. Reaching out yet again Seth was relieved to find the wolves closing in on the bait laid out for them and so were easier to reach. His fourth target was stripped of life with less effort than the others, and after a brief moment to enjoy the energy Seth sent it coursing into the fourth veteran whose outstretched arm beckoned to him. The fifth and sixth went even easier as the pack converged. The seventh was the simplest yet as it was now motionless, already tearing at the throat of one of the does. But even as the process grew easier, Seth was tiring quickly. 
His robes drenched in sweat, his entire body shaking, Seth reached out one last time and grasping at the first wolf he found, he quickly separated the beast from its life, and then begrudgingly released it into the awaiting arm of the eighth veteran. Releasing the man's arm, it then disappeared, being pulled back through the side of the tent as had happened with them all. But then Seth saw that he must have made a mistake in his count as one arm remained thrust through the wall awaiting his "melding". Seth was sure he had completed the task. He must have accidentally poured a wolf's life into the same person twice leaving one yet unchanged. Seth’s body shook uncontrollably, his vision blurred at the edges. He did not feel up to performing the task yet again, but did not want to show weakness, let alone failure to the king who sat motionless beside him, watching his every move. 
Extending again a tendril of his consciousness, Seth located a target, though it had begun to retreat. Seth grabbed at its life and yanked with his remaining mental strength. He felt relieved as the beast’s life force came lashing back into his body. Letting the joy overtake him for a few seconds to ease his suffering, Seth could not imagine how he had made the mistake, nor could he imagine what would happen to a person once their "soul" was two thirds wolf and only one third human. Feeling now that he would not pass out, Seth stretched out for the last time, and released the power within him into the awaiting arm of a veteran. Seth sat back against the log, clinging to consciousness, his vision very near failing. It was then that the snarling erupted from the tent, which instantly turned into a writhing mass of teeth, claws and fur.
One moment the beasts of men inside the tent sat in tranquility, each recovering from the pleasurable kiss of the transformation that had made them more than merely human. Then, as one man regained conscious control of his body, the urge took him and he leapt upon the nearest of his fellows to assure his dominance. One snarl and growl turned into a crescendo of ferocity as the tent nearly exploded with writhing bodies biting and clawing at one another. Blood and tufts of fur were ripped asunder as the king realized his mistake. Seth barely held on to consciousness as he witnessed the melee that ensued. The creatures leapt at one another, snarling and slashing with their teeth, biting and clawing at each other’s throats, legs, bellies. Any place they could land purchase was fair game and as the first of the creatures was finally subdued, the victor from that battle leapt upon another opponent. 
By this time those on watch had rushed to see the commotion but froze in their tracks seeing none of their own in the fray. They had no orders whether to intercede and so they kept a safe distance as the raging battle ensued. Snarling, vicious barks were followed by yelps of resounding pain as more combatants dropped from the battle, yet the fight waged on, none of the beasts willing to submit. One of the creatures, lifting its opponent above its head, reared back on its hind legs, standing peculiarly upright before hurling its foe into the fallen log Seth and the king both rested against, now their only protection from the battle. Seth, unable to move, watched as the beast hurled through the air smacked into the log with a thud only feet from where he lay, unable to defend himself. Seth knew he had failed, but was too weak to do anything about it. All he could manage to do for the moment was to bear silent witness to his own failure. 
Only two of the beasts fought for dominance now while the remainder regained their feet and began limping around, encircling the two combatants. In the dark Seth could see the smaller of the two creatures lunge in for a strike only to be swatted away by the larger monster. For many minutes the creatures circled within the ring created by their peers, each one looking to gain an advantage. Finally the larger of the two, either finding the opportunity it needed or reluctant to wait any longer, sprang atop the smaller beast. Instead of biting or clawing at its opponent, the creature raised one great arm and, making a fist, began to pummel the smaller creature's head and neck until, whimpering, it relented, exposing its soft neck, showing its subservience to the new alpha male of the pack.
With the new alpha decided, the large beast, releasing his opponent beneath him, stood to his full height upon his hind legs. Even in his weakened state, with his vision blurring slightly, Seth could see that this creature was more man than wolf, in fact he was more man than any of the others, though Seth could not make out in the darkness which of the veterans it may have been. Each of the beasts in turn then stood, as a man on its hind legs, awaiting orders from the alpha.
 
The king observed as the number of combatants dwindled down and finally the last of them fell to the might of the superior creature. He realized sometime near the end of the fight, when those defeated had recovered and had not jumped back into the fray, what it was that had transpired. Wolves lived in a different world than men, where the strongest and fiercest ruled, and the rest obeyed. Being torn from their pack and having new strengths and weaknesses, a leader had to be re-established among them. That done, the king hoped that now he would be able to communicate with them. 
Still dressed in full armor, and stiff from remaining motionless for hours, he rose to his feet, and first checked to make sure Seth was well and comfortable. Then he approached the new alpha of the pack to see who it was that would be assigned as the captain to his new soldiers. As the king stepped amongst the beasts, the two men who had been posted as guard this night, moved to protect their king if the need arose. Many in the camp had heard the howling, and minutes later the melee that ensued, but hearing no alarm sounded, this far into their own kingdom, none bothered more than a glimpse outside their tent before returning to get some sleep, each one assuming that the does, who had been wounded and tied to a tree for a later meal, had met an early end to the wolves who had been howling.
The king approached the beast that had only moments before been a man, though in the utter darkness he could make little out. He didn’t want to get so close as to appear as a threat, invoking some sort of attack from the men if they were no longer able to contain their urges.
"State your name and rank, soldier," the king commanded. He watched as the beast hesitated as if trying to remember how to form words.
"Borrik Darkenheart, sworn servant of Lord Seth and the Goddess Ishanya," Borrik growled, finding it difficult to make words with his overly large tongue and jaw. To himself his voice sounded alien. It was deeper now, more feral, but not only were his vocal cords altered, so too was his hearing, allowing him to make out even the smallest discrepancies of his own tone and annunciation.
The king found himself in a bit of a predicament. He didn’t know where the mind of the man began and where the mind of the beast ended. As a pack of animals, these new soldiers would only follow the orders of their alpha, and their alpha answered to Seth first and foremost. King Valdadore knew with his blessing he could easily squash the alpha hoping to take his place, but the other creatures may not accept him as their leader. Also, by killing his priest the king could inadvertently turn Seth against him. Either option was a lost cause; it would be easier to leave the priest in charge, and command him through Seth.
"Very well, Borrik, what is the condition of your men?" the king asked.
"They are able to travel and will recover quickly, no serious injuries were sustained," Borrik answered. "However, your majesty, in their current condition none feel staying in camp would be welcomed by their peers, and the horses are likely to bolt at the sight of them." Borrik relayed the unspoken concerns of his comrades.
"Indeed it is a wise idea. Send them into the forest, I'll have your orders brought at dawn," the king commanded.
Without a word the half-men, half-wolves turned and, with unnatural speed and grace, they raced off into the forest, some of them dropping to all fours. Borrik alone remained, but seeing that the king had nothing more to say, Borrik walked past him to his master. Kneeling at his side he scooped Seth into his arms and strode back into camp bearing the magician to his tent. 
Sara waited in half-sleep, trying to remain awake until Seth returned. She was instantly alert as the tent flap was opened. In the pitch black of the tent someone with a deep, grinding voice assured her Seth would recover. He was simply exhausted, and would be better by morning. With that the man placed Seth by her side and left the tent. Sara listened to Seth’s slow, even breathing to reassure herself, then lay down beside him, resting her head upon his chest, letting the rhythm of his heart lull her back to sleep.
Borrik returned to his tent feeling more alive than ever, but still adjusting to his new body. Being only a third wolf, he was not altered as much into a wolf as the other men had been. Much about his human form seemed unchanged, if the new coat of hair was ignored. What disturbed him most were his new abilities of communication. Wolves, it seemed, could not only communicate vocally with howls, barks and such, but had limited telepathic abilities as well. As his pack mates rushed through the forest now, Borrik would catch glimpses of vision from each of them if he concentrated. He could immediately establish whom the image came from, and since their own emotions were attached to the image, in an instant much was communicated. The process, however, allowed little privacy. Imagining his pack all lying down asleep, Borrik sent out the image with a feeling of happiness, telling his soldiers to go to sleep if they wished to make their leader happy. Nearly immediately the images stopped coming, so Borrik could let his mind rest and adapt to his new alien instincts.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9
New Breed and New Responsibilities
 
 
Morning came all too quickly for Seth. He had blacked out the night before and, exhausted, slept unmoving and un-dreaming the entire night. When he awoke he still felt weary beyond belief. Opening his eyes slowly, Seth was greeted by Sara’s smiling face looking down upon him. Seth looked around to get his bearings, and found himself still dressed from the day before. The morning was chilly and smelled musty beneath the great canopy of trees, and the scent leached through the canvas walls of their tent assailing Seth’s nostrils. Praying he would become accustomed to the smell in short order, Seth rose to a seated position, and returning her smile, took Sara’s hand.
Seth related all he could remember from the night before, the transformation of the men, his exhaustion, his mistake in losing count of how many he had altered, the ensuing battle for dominance, his assumed failure but eventual success. He knew not how he had made it back to the tent, so Sara informed him that one of the men had brought him to rest late in the night. Seth hoped the men would be able to serve the purpose the king intended, and stretching his waking muscles, Seth stood as if to leave the tent. Pulling back the flap with one hand, he took Sara’s hand in his other, and took her outside their makeshift chamber with him.
Seth was astonished to see how much had changed out there, and Sara too looked around somewhat bewildered. The camp was a mass of silent action. The men of King Valdadore’s retinue quickly and quietly pulled stakes from the ground and rushed about packing up tents and gear as quietly as ghosts in the night. Everyone moved with a purpose, working with and around one another in rehearsed precision and much to Seth’s astonishment, the men in his camp were not alone.
Sometime in the night, after Seth had passed out he presumed, the rest of the troops and supply wagons that had yesterday morning left Valdadore had caught up with the king's procession. They had arrived silently, and without bothering to erect camp, they lay in ranks upon the ground, sleeping upon the naked earth beneath them. Seth’s camp, moving as silently as spirits to not wake the foot soldiers who slumbered upon the ground just a hundred yards outside camp, purposefully and methodically unassembled each tent, and packing it up stowed it away for later use. 
Borrik sat resting upon the ground where his tent had once been, his cowl pulled low over his face, his head down, obscuring any view of his features. Leading Sara, Seth approached his loyal priest to assure himself the man had escaped the tent unscathed the night before, though assumed it unlikely that he would be completely unharmed.
As Seth neared Borrik, he watched as the man tilted his head oddly, as if picking up on some distant sound and trying to hear it better. Without a word, however, Borrik rose to greet his master before Seth had even had time to speak. Borrik turned to Seth, his cowl pulled low over his face, and falling to his knees like a pleading child, Borrik begged forgiveness.
"Forgive me, master," Borrik pleaded. His voice reaching Seth and Sara’s ears, a new and unwholesome quality to it. Seth registered the change, and marked its deepened, more gravelly qualities. He immediately understood the reasoning behind Borrik's actions.
"I did it out of necessity to further your cause, m'lord," Borrik begged. "I saw the men begin to change and realized they likely would not be willing to take orders from one not of their own kind, becoming so much like wolves themselves. Also, I knew in my heart that this melding would leave me better able to serve and protect you, my lord. Please forgive me this one dishonest act. Allow me to again prove my worth to you." Borrik continued to plead as quietly as he was able, not wanting to invoke the wrath of the others in camp.
Seth raised his hand commanding the priest to cease his groveling, and Borrik shut his mouth with an audible snap, awaiting his fate.
"Just tell me how the transformation has changed you, Borrik, and what you know of the men," Seth commanded.
Borrik went on to tell of his increased senses of sight, hearing and smell, and his new ability to communicate with the other men at will through the use of images and emotion. Having been the victor of last night’s battle, Borrik assured Seth of the wolf men’s obedience. Seth listened intently, and nodded his approval before he again asked a question.
"So, the men serve you and you alone, then?" Seth asked with a peculiar tone to his voice.
"No m'lord," Borrik nearly barked the words. "The men serve me as their pack leader, and do not question my orders. But wolves before had never any notion of a greater being, a creator so to speak. The human halves of the men know it was you who changed them. It is a strange realization for a wolf, but recognizing you as their creator, the men worship you as a god is often worshipped among men. The men serve you above me," Borrik assured his master.
"That is discomforting news," Seth replied, falling deep into thought. He was unsure if this would affect his contract with the Goddess Ishanya. The thought had never occurred to Seth that there may be some who would worship him instead of the goddess who gave him the abilities he had. Though his agreement was to tell those who witnessed his deeds that the goddess was the one he served, the agreement made no pact concerning those who were actually a part of his so-called miracles. Without such a clause Seth felt the argument moot. 
So, with a slight grin, Seth gave Sara’s hand a squeeze and again spoke to his loyal servant.
"Well, let’s have a look at you," Seth urged.
Borrik without hesitation rose to his feet again. Throwing back his cowl he peeled his robe off completely, baring his entire body, apart from his groin region, which remained concealed by a cloth wrapped around his waist like monks were said to wear. Both Seth and Sara’s jaws dropped, astonished at the transformation that had completely altered the priest's body. Several others in the area froze in their duties, held in thrall by the appearance of the beast that stood among them inside what an hour before had been their camp.
Seth and Sara both viewed the once-man that stood before them, a turmoil of emotions assaulting them. Borrik no longer appeared the twisted mutation of an orc and a human. In fact, he resembled a human in form and stance alone now. His face had been altered so dramatically that it no longer looked man-like at all. His forehead swept back to an elongated skull and his ears had become larger and pointed, curving back from the sides of his head. His hair, now replaced by what could only be described as a mane of dark charcoal fur, fell from his head, cascading down his neck past his shoulders and ended between his shoulder blades. A patch of similar fur in the shape of a diamond stood on his chest, only the hair here was a subdued shade of white. His eyes had slanted slightly and become wider. They gleamed with savage intent and inhuman wisdom. His cheeks too had widened and now arced back from his face making room for what could only be described as his muzzle. It was not the long, pointed muzzle of a wolf, as might have been expected, but appeared more like the stunted muzzle of the type of dogs who were often trained to fight in pits. Escaping his lower jaw remained the enlarged canines that had before made him look much like an orc. But now, accompanied by the enlarged canines of his upper jaw and the rest of his pointed teeth, the face almost appeared natural. 
Borrik stood very much like a man though it was apparent his joints now attached his limbs at slightly skewed angles from that of his human companions. His arms showed immense amounts of lean muscle, each well-defined beneath his flesh, and his ribcage had widened near the top, creating a more tapered look to his torso. His hips had splayed somewhat causing him to stand in a widened stance, much like that a warrior might choose to lower his center of gravity. Borrik's thighs and calves had become massive and muscular beyond belief and Seth reasoned the man could probably leap right over his head. Even the man's feet had undergone a drastic change. Elongating unnaturally, Borrik stood with what would have been his heels hovering several inches above the ground, instead resting his weight on what were previously the balls of his feet. This portion of his foot had broadened to support his great weight. Where once the man would have had five toes, now remained four massive toes so wide they splayed out to each side ending in claws. Borrik's hands had been clawed before this change due to his melding with the orc. However, now his elongated boney fingers had shortened dramatically and become thick and muscular. The claws remained, but not as noticeably, and covering his entire body, apart from his muzzle and portions of his face, was a layer of downy fur the gray of a stormy sky. The hair was so short it didn’t hide the definition of his many bulging muscles, but was so thick that no trace of bare flesh was visible anywhere upon his body. So even and perfect was his coat that it appeared to be as flawless and soft as satin. Sara could not help herself but to reach out and pet Borrik’s arm, and became a bit giddy at the realization that his fur was as soft as it appeared.
"You look...," Seth began, a word of description escaping him.
"Handsome," piped up Sara, completing Seth’s sentence for him. Seth nodded his approval to Sara’s evaluation. The man looked like a child's horrid nightmare, perfected and personified. He was now a frightening beast of a man, but so flawless was his form that his visage infused Seth with more a sense of awe than fear. Borrik, though in reality a creature wrought through mutation, looked as faultless as any other beast created by the gods.
"What now m'lord?" Borrik asked his master.
"Discard your robe and find some trousers that won’t hinder you. I want all to see you, so that the rest of the wolf men may return to camp when people accept that you are more man than monster," Seth ordered.
"M'lord, the rest of the men do not appear as I do," Borrik stated. "They are as much beast as they are man."
"Then find yourself some trousers. Check with Garret, he is about your size, and hurry, I want you to take me to the rest of the men," Seth instructed. 
Borrik, the massive creature of Seth’s creation, turned with fluid-like grace and raced through the camp at an astonishing speed. Seth had no time to watch his servant go, for just as soon as Borrik had gone, the king approached. Apparently the king had seen Borrik relinquish his robe and too had stood transfixed, taking in the awe-inspiring view of the giant beast. Holding his head high and striding over to Seth, the king had questions. He was so self-assured and confident Seth couldn’t help but wish he was more like the man.
The king began by complimenting Seth’s achievement, as well as Borrik's new appearance. But eventually he asked about the men’s abilities, and finally their loyalties. Seth was forced to lie again, telling the king that the men took their orders from Borrik, which was true, and that Borrik served Seth, also true. He left out the part about the men serving him as their deity, and instead substituted how he would relay the king’s orders to Borrik and through Borrik to the men. The king showed no discomfort, as that was precisely how his military worked. The king gave orders to the generals, who gave orders to their captains, and so on down the line went the orders to the lowliest man. Seth informed the king that he intended to visit the wolf men to get a feel for them in person, and the king, supporting his decision, assured Seth that he would delay the departure from camp if the need arose until Seth had returned. Then the king strode off to attend to whatever other business he had.
Seth and Sara awaited Borrik’s return. Only moments later they saw him racing back across the camp, leaping the remains of the previous night's fire and come to a skidding halt before his master. Many heads in the camp swiveled this way and that watching the beast with mixed emotions as he sped to and fro through the camp. 
"The men are already approaching, and will meet us just out of eyesight beneath the trees. They requested their armor and weapons so I gathered those as well and placed them at the edge of the woods. They will be arriving any moment." Borrik paused briefly and appeared to be concentrating. "Disregard that, m'lord, the men have already arrived and await your presence patiently," Borrik relayed.
With a nod Seth strode from the camp, heading for the cover of the deep shadows beneath the trees. Sara walked at his side, clinging to his hand in the semi-darkness, and, as they entered the trees, Borrik stooped low and scooped up a large, clanking bundle wrapped in what appeared to be the tattered remains of the tent that had been destroyed the previous night.
Approaching a small clearing just beyond view of their camp, several pairs of feral eyes reflected in the gloom. Reaching out with mental tendrils Seth located all eight of his soldiers in the clearing ahead. Seth marched into the clearing bringing Sara with him, and followed closely by Borrik. Each of Seth’s wolf soldiers stood as a man on hind legs to regard him as he entered the clearing, then, each moving as one, they knelt low to the ground showing their subservience to him. Borrik too bowed low, unable to restrain himself against the will of the pack. Seth simply nodded his understanding and the beasts once again rose. 
Borrik had not been mistaken when he had claimed the other men did not look as he did. The similarities were there of course, but Seth’s eight soldiers appeared to be a twisted mockery of what Borrik had become. Their bodies were covered in thick, matted, coarse fur of varying colors and patterns. Though they stood upon their hind legs, they appeared to struggle with the position, their unnaturally curved spines making them appear hunch-backed and their shoulders caved inward toward their chests. The beasts did not have the human definition in their hands either. They still had individual fingers, though they were stubby and covered with tough pads and ended in claws. Their feet looked much like Borrik’s though it was hard to make the determination with such thick fur covering the finer details. But it was their faces that disturbed Seth the most. Unlike the graceful sweeping forehead, cheek bones and elongated skull that Borrik had assumed after his transformation, these creatures looked like a taxidermist's nightmare. Their heads kept the majority of their human bone structure, but jutting out from their faces were long, pointed muzzles very much like those of wolves, as if the human and wolf had been cut apart like a puzzle and stitched together unnaturally. Their eyes, like Borrik's, had changed but the gazes of these men looked wild; barely constrained ferocity glinted in their eyes. Seth was unafraid of the creatures, knowing they could not bring themselves to harm their creator, but he also knew that these men would never again be accepted by the others in camp. Though blending the men with beasts had succeeded, Seth was sorely disappointed at the results of his effort, and decided at the earliest opportunity he would make it right. All Seth needed were some orcs.
Realizing the armor Borrik had brought would be ill-fitting, Seth told his men to wear what they could and carry the rest with them. He then instructed them to travel parallel to the main path, through the forest, and dispatch any danger they might find along the way. But quickly amending this order, Seth told his wolf men that if they spotted any orcs ranging through the forest, to try and subdue them, keep them alive and bring them to him personally. Seth knew from experience that the enemy army they faced had sent raiding parties into the human lands on several occasions. He had nearly died protecting Sara from the remnants of one such party. Finally, Seth ordered Borrik to stay with his men for the time being, and to report to him every couple of hours, regardless if they had encountered anything unusual or not. Borrik agreed to his master’s wishes, and watched as Seth and Sara departed, each of the wolf men hanging their heads in reverence to their living creator.
Seth and Sara hurried back to camp only to discover it had been completely dismantled in their absence. Most of the king's retinue was already mounted, or in the process of doing so. As they approached, Garret, seated upon his own imperial mount, separated from the milling throng of riders and brought Seth and Sara’s horses to them. Their equipment had already been stowed in their mounts' saddle bags, and their packs clung to the pommels upon the horses’ saddles. Garret invited Seth and Sara both to ride with him this day so that they could have some time to talk, having already cleared the arrangement with the king. Seth happily agreed, as did Sara, hoping for some sense of normalcy in their lives that seemed to be becoming more and more complex. Moments later the contingent formed up and began another day's journey, Seth and Sara joining Garret as rear guard.
The morning went by smoothly, and acting as rear guard gave the three the freedom to discuss their thoughts about their personal positions without anyone overhearing. Garret was elated to finally have a chance to relay the story of his blessing in detail to his brother. Talking about his stamina and weapons training, Seth could hear the joy in his brother's voice, but was concerned to find out that Garret was actually looking forward to the battle that lay ahead. Learning that both Garret and Zorbin had been blessed with unique abilities above and beyond those of the other Knights of Valdadore was a fact that surprised Seth, but also reminded him that there was more than mortal lives and power tied to the outcome of the battle. From time to time, as his brother spoke, Seth or Sara would ask questions for further explanation, and Garret would fill in the details he had forgotten before continuing. 
After hearing Garret's tale, Seth and Sara worked together to recreate all they had been through since the day of The Choosing ceremony till now, each often interrupting the other to interject some forgotten portion of the story. As they told their tale, Seth could not believe how much his life had changed in a couple months. In retrospect it seemed as if the story he told was of someone else. Seth too told his brother of the odd circumstances that led to his becoming "blessed", his varying degrees of uncertainty concerning his abilities, and the reasoning of the goddess choosing him. 
While telling the tale Seth could not help but feel overwhelmed. Before he had left home his responsibilities were limited to helping out around the inn, hunting for food and assisting the neighbors when they needed a strong back to perform some task or another. However, since leaving home, Seth had taken on responsibility for Sara’s protection, and had been blessed with what could only be described as the power over life and death, which was another huge responsibility. Also Seth was accountable for looking out for Borrik who had sworn his life to Seth. And now Seth was also burdened with starting a new order of magicians, being council to the king, leading the new wolf soldiers, and on top of all that, Seth knew that a battle lay little more than a day in the future, a battle in which the king had stated the difference between loss and victory might be decided by him. So in reality Seth was answerable for the lives of all those in the Valdadorian army, as well for as the continued survival of the kingdom and for the lives of all the innocents in their homes if he was not capable to be the mage the king hoped he was and all was lost. Seth felt as if he might explode from everything weighing on his mind. 
Seeing his brother’s distraught look in the ensuing silence after Seth’s story was finished, Garret knew what it was that weighed upon his twin’s conscience.
"Try and look at things this way, Seth," Garret suggested. "Nothing now will be able to separate you and Sara. On top of that, you already have an established home for her, complete with servants and enough money to buy her all her heart's desires. From what I saw this morning, though you may feel responsible for him, your friend Borrik looks quite capable of looking out for himself. Also I should like to add that you now hold the ear of the king. You have the opportunity to make things better for everybody, just by speaking directly to the man who makes the rules. For all the gods' sakes Seth, if you’re worried about the battle remember this; you now command a unit of troops unlike any other in the world. They can protect you. On top of your own abilities they are akin to another of your powers, an extension of your power so to speak. It is up to all of us to fight well, to hold our own. It is up to the king to come up with the right strategies. It is up to the generals to lead their troops successfully and it is up to the troops to follow their orders precisely. None of them can falter. You may be expected to play some larger-than-life role in this battle, bro, but its conclusion rests upon the shoulders of everyone upon the field, not yours alone. Besides, you can’t take all the credit. After we've won the battle, I want to have songs sung about me for ages and ages too!"
Seth couldn’t help but to smile at his brother's jest. Garret had a way of finding a positive angle from which to view the world, even in the direst of situations. Seth knew his brother was right, at least partially so, but he also felt deeply that Ishanya had foreseen the battle ahead and had given him the powers he now possessed as a means for her to accumulate followers. But what seemed more than just a bad omen to Seth was the fact that the only way the goddess would be able to recover that power from her new followers quickly was if they were slaughtered. It would be a balancing act of the most unbelievable kind for Seth. He didn't want to play into the hands of the goddess as she intended, yet he knew he had to hold to their bargain in order to have a possibility of success in the battle ahead. He could perform great deeds and thereby gather her more and more followers, who, as they aged, would slowly feed their ever waning life force back to Ishanya. But Seth had a sinking feeling that the goddess did not desire a slow, ebbing flow of power, and as such Seth knew that not only did he need to convert people to the worship of the goddess, but he must also do his best to keep them alive. If Seth managed to establish a large following to Ishanya, the more he could keep alive, the slower the goddess would regain her power. In contrast, if Ishanya’s new followers fell in battle she would strengthen quickly and possibly no longer require Seth, and thus strip his abilities from him. 
Seth needed his powers. Though to him his abilities were both a blessing and a curse, they were the one thing that had allowed him to make positive changes in his life. Because of his powers, like his brother had said, he now had a home and lands for Sara and himself to settle down on after the battle. So long as Seth served the kingdom they would have money enough to be prosperous. Seth knew too that his power meant he could not only protect himself and Sara, but also anyone near him in need of protection. His abilities were the one thing that lent him courage. While using his power he was more than he had been before becoming blessed. He was confident, mighty beyond measure, a man to be feared and a force to be reckoned with. Without the intoxicating pleasure of the power coursing through him Seth knew that life would be but a shadow of what he knew now. The world would never be as beautiful, and Seth would never again be whole if his abilities were stripped from him. He knew that if he did not find a way to hold onto them, then he would lose everything that he held dear to him, Sara and Garret included. Seth had to find a way to keep Ishanya in need of him, but also a way to twist her plans in order to serve himself.
Riding in silence for an undetermined time, lost in his own thoughts, it was the sound of howling somewhere in the near distance that brought Seth back to the real world. He peered around him, gauging his surroundings. The column of riders still rode through the ancient forest, its branches intertwining hundreds of feet overhead into a near impenetrable canopy. Occasionally a small hole in it allowed a stray beam of sunlight to lance down to the ground to the deep moss or dirt trail which they followed. Seth judged by the angle of one such beam that it was near midday. The air here, deeper within the vast forest, was dank and somewhat stifling. As the horses ahead churned up the soil beneath their hooves the smell of desiccated plant material, rot and fertile earth permeated the air. 
It was dark below the great trees, but not overly so as the sunshine filtered through the leaves above them, lending the land below an eerie greenish hue. This far into the forest no sign of bird above or rodent below was evident as they thundered along atop their imperial war horses. Seth could not help but wonder how much further the expanse of this forest could continue when he again heard a howl, this time much closer than previously. As they continued to ride, the ethereal howls came more frequently, sounding from time to time like a great wind blowing through the forest. Everyone in the king's retinue seemed to be seeking the source of the howls, looking this way and that, guiding their mounts to create a tighter formation in case there was some impending assault. 
Another mile passed beneath the hooves of the great horses when Seth finally noticed movement among the trees well off the side of the trail. It had been just a glimpse out of his peripheral vision, but was enough to guide him to look in the right direction. Several others had noticed as well, and many heads swiveled to watch the tree line directly beside them as they raced ahead. Many minutes passed and the howling that had once come from a great distance sounded again. This time the cry was taken up by several voices lending sustenance and volume to the ghastly call. Seth strained to see the source of the sickening noise. His eyes failing him he reached out with a tendril of his consciousness, sweeping through the forest, and located Borrik. 
The wolf man raced through the trees keeping pace with the column of horses, paralleling the trail for many minutes. It was not until the howls came again, near the head of the retinue of king’s men, that Borrik changed course, angling to intercept the line of mounted horses. Seth watched with his vision of the gods until Borrik broke from the trees, switching effortlessly between running on two legs, then dropping to four, then back up to two again as he neared the mass of thundering horses. Borrik's legs pumped, sending him surging forward with each stride, until he raced along beside his master, easily keeping pace with the great white war horse.
"M'lord," Borrik growled, bowing his head to Seth as he sped along beside his mounted master. "We have intercepted a small goblin scouting party and slaughtered them to a man."
Seth nodded, happy to learn that his troops were serving a purpose and were apparently quite effective.
"We backtracked their trail through the forest more than twenty miles," Borrik began anew. "We came upon a larger raiding party of mostly more goblins. However, the party is led by orcs." 
Seth realized Borrik's intended meaning immediately. If he wanted to prove himself and his men, and get hold of the orcs he needed to finish the transformation of his troops, he would need to act quickly.
"What are their numbers?" Seth asked.
"Approximately one hundred goblins m'lord, but only five orcs that we could count," Borrik answered.
"They are still at least ten miles out from here?" Seth asked again. Seeing Borrik's nod he continued questioning his servant. "Can you and the men drive them to the trail where we can take them in the open?" Seth asked, formulating a plan.
Borrik waited a moment before responding, and Seth imagined he was communicating the request to the rest of the pack. Having his answer, Borrik nodded again.
"Drive them to the trail five miles from here. We will be waiting in ambush. If you can, separate the orcs from the goblins and restrain them by any means you are able, but keep them alive," Seth commanded.
Obeying his master's orders, Borrik sprinted back into the forest. But before Borrik even made the tree line, a great howl erupted as the orders were relayed and Seth’s troops raced away to carry out his wishes. Watching Borrik disappear into the trees, Seth turned to his brother who had been riding beside him the entire time and knew the spoken details of Seth’s plan.
"We need to set an ambush," Seth said to his foster-twin, who simply smiled at him wickedly in return.
With a nod Garret drove his heels into the flanks of his mount and rocketed forward to take his news to the king nearly half a mile ahead. Seth and Sara too drove their horses to increased speeds, needing to be a part of the planning. They watched as Garret guided his mount between Sirus, the captain of the Knights of Valdadore, and the king himself. As Seth and Sara caught up to the king, Garret was off again, racing up to Philip who, as he had done the day before, leapt off his mount. Landing with the grace of a cat, he raced up the path ahead with unknown instructions. Garret then grabbed the reins of Philip’s mount and slowing, he fell back into formation beside Sirus.
"Your soldiers already serve the kingdom well," shouted the king over the pounding of the horses’ hooves.
Raising his hand the king gave the command for the column to slow. Seth quickly relayed his plan, and the king and Sirus both smiled and nodded their agreement. Leading the mass of mounted troops the remaining miles at a slowed pace, the king then turned the column off the trail into the forest, opposite their approaching foe. Time was of the essence, and leading his retinue over a quarter mile off the trail, the king finally gave the signal to halt. The vast majority of the king’s men had no idea as of yet what was happening, so the king signaled for all to dismount and a line was quickly stretched between two massive trees to tether the horses. Within moments everyone had gathered around the king and the plan to ambush the goblin raiding party was passed along the retinue. Hearing their instructions, the men and women abandoned their mounts after retrieving what arms and armor they had carried with them. 
Quickly and quietly the king and his knights led them all back to the edge of the forest, facing across the trail where the goblins would likely exit the forest opposite of them. To a man, everyone hid within the shadows of the massive trees, cautious not to make a sound, each listening for the first signs of their enemy's approach. Seth could see most of his peers from his chosen hiding place and watched as many of them began to pray. Seth simply stood watching the forest ahead, his sword hanging at his waist, his newly acquired staff in his hand. Sara knelt on one knee behind and to the side of Seth. Drawing her crossbow she knocked her fist arrow, and waited, willing to defend herself and protect Seth if the need arose.
Tense moments passed as everyone in the king's command strained to hear any sign of the approach of the opposing force. Knowing the goblins would be on foot, Seth did not expect to hear anything too soon. It was nearly an hour before the howling of Seth’s troops could be heard in the distance. A half hour later the howls could be heard loudly, accompanied by screams of pain or the occasional clash of steel. Louder and louder the sounds came, becoming more and more distinct. After waiting nearly two hours in total the enemy approached. 
The goblin horde was in full retreat, running wildly through the woods and being harried the entire way by loathsome creatures of another world. Fear drove the goblins into a panic, forgetting completely to hold their lines or maintain any form of order whatsoever. The goblins raced through the forest leaving their weaker or slower brethren to fall behind, hoping the creatures that hunted them would fall upon those in the rear thus allowing the rest to escape. Their hopes had diminished quickly. Whatever the creatures were that hunted them, they killed not for hunger but for sport. 
The wicked beasts’ first attack had been devastating to the goblins. Borrik had instructed his men to attack from every side leaving only one direction available for the goblins to retreat in. The wolf men, being of single mind, pulled off the initial attack flawlessly. Rushing into the enemy ranks one by one, the creatures would maim several of the smaller goblins before dragging one, kicking and screaming, back into the darkness of the forest where the creature’s life was ended. Then the carcass would be tossed bodily back into the goblin force to land upon his fellows. Again and again the wolf men used this tactic striking from one direction and then another, forcing the goblins to turn first one way and then back. Though Borrik's men had only actually killed a dozen or so goblins, the fear that overtook the creatures had amazing effect. Within moments the goblins careened haphazardly through the forest, their orc leaders unable to regain any semblance of military control. As they ran, from time to time a straggler from the main force would disappear from one of the flanks, revealing only a flash of fur and steel before disappearing into the darkness where could be heard the dying screams of another goblin.
When the first goblin broke through the line of trees where ages ago a trail had been blazed through the forest, he first began to turn as if to follow that trail. However, thinking better of it, the leathery green-skinned beast rushed headlong across the clearing, dissolving into a pile of ash before making it even halfway to his hidden ambushers. Seth reeled in the sensation of the goblin's life coursing through him. He did not bother storing the power as he knew he would need it within seconds. Instead he focused on restraining it and keeping it separate from his own. Only half a second later more goblins emerged from the trees and they too rushed across the cleared expanse where the trail marked the midway point. Just yards behind these came more goblins, and more yet after those as the main force was making its way to the clearing's edge. None of the humans loosed an arrow, none gave a battle cry, and no magician unleashed a fireball into the approaching goblins. Instead all just waited until at last the poor creatures, racing ahead blindly from fear, blundered directly into their human ambushers.
Quietly and with meticulous care the first of the goblins were dispatched, not wanting to give any warning to the remainder of the doomed raiding party of the awaiting danger. Soon the flow of goblins out of the tree line across the clearing dwindled, and it appeared that the vast majority of the goblin force was now between the ambushing humans and the opposite tree line, nearly two hundred yards away. Seth’s wolf troops also sprang from the trees opposite, and flanking the goblins continued to drive the creatures to their fate just ahead in the darkness.
Without any audible command the humans struck the panicking, fear-blinded goblins. First Seth watched as twin fireballs lanced out from the trees, incinerating two goblins and sending a dozen others scrambling. Following the fireballs at least a dozen arrows sped to find their mark, arcing out from the trees to pierce the goblins with a thud and a shriek. Realizing their mistake, the goblins slowed their approach and attempted to recover from the assault. One greasy looking goblin began to shout orders as the others fell into battle ranks. Seth silenced the would-be commander with a thought and sent yellow-green lightning shooting out from his fingertips into the newly formed ranks of goblins, felling another dozen of the leathery green beasts. 
Unsure which direction to take, the goblins surged forward as if to attack the ambushers ahead of them. Numbering only about seventy at this time, the goblins swarmed across the open expanse nearing their attackers. Several more goblins dropped, arrow shafts protruding from their bodies. Panicking anew the goblins began to break ranks and turn every direction, but before they could run, Seth’s wolf men were upon the outermost of them, forcing them back into a tight formation, giving them no room to flee, and driving them ever closer to the awaiting humans. Seth drained another two goblins as more fireballs flashed from the trees to ignite more of the foul beasts. Unwilling to be outdone, Seth unleashed a column of his yellow-green fire from each of his palms, taking down several more of the wicked creatures. Then the battle cry of Valdadore exploded from the trees, and Seth watched in awe as Sirus led his three fellow knights into the ranks of the fifty remaining goblins. 
Philip reached the goblins first, his amazing speed rendering his attacks un-defendable as he danced lithely through the goblins with unbelievable speed and grace, his twin short swords arcing this way and that, leaving a path of gore and removed limbs. Next to hit the goblins was the dwarf Zorbin on his giant armored wolf. Swinging a huge battle hammer from atop the wolf, the dwarf felled goblins two or three at a time with bone-shattering accuracy whilst his mount lunged this way and that snapping its wicked teeth at any goblin that got too close. Then Garret and Sirus reached the goblin horde, each brandishing long broadswords of highly polished steel. Seth was both astonished and appalled to see his brother grinning and laughing as he lunged and swung his massive blade, cleaving goblin after terrified goblin in two. It was a spectacle to behold, the four Knights of Valdadore performing their craft as only master craftsmen could, and creating for those who watched a masterpiece born of death and gore.
Within moments the deed was finished, and the goblins had been slaughtered to a man. Seth had seen no trace of the orcs who were said to be leading the goblin party. Seth looked across the field of gore as the last of his wolf troops disappeared back into the forest across from his position. The men and women of the king's retinue began approaching the mass of mangled goblin bodies to either see the damage up close or congratulate the knights who had dispatched the majority of the enemy troops. Seth turned to Sara who had a disgusted look upon her face, and getting his attention she rose, removed the arrow from her crossbow and allowed it to dry fire before slinging the weapon over her shoulder. Uncertain of what to do, Seth led Sara back into the forest towards where their mounts had been tethered. It was obvious to Seth that the woman he loved had no stomach for battle, and to be honest he did not care to witness the aftermath of the carnage either. He was glad they were victorious, and so far as he knew not a single person had sustained an injury. Seth and Sara walked hand and hand through the forest, alone for the first time since they had left the castle, both of them knowing all too well that what they had witnessed this day was only a small portion of what they would see in days to come. As they walked slowly through the forest, Borrik, silent as death, joined them as if separating from the shadows themselves, coming to walk beside them.
"M'lord," Borrik said. "The men have captured three living orcs, and await your command as to what is to be done with them."
Seth thought a moment before answering.
"What of the king and the rest of our contingent?" Seth asked.
"For the moment they busy themselves looting the fallen goblins looking for messages, trinkets or treasures," Borrik answered after silently conferring with the pack.
"Then bring the orcs to me with all haste. We may not have much time," Seth answered.
With a nod Borrik relayed the message to the rest of the pack and assured Seth that within just a few minutes he would have the orcs. Borrik apologized that two of them had been slain but assured Seth that they were killed out of necessity. Seth nodded his understanding as sounds of another's approach could be heard coming from the direction Borrik had come from. Seconds later Seth’s troops hauled before him the limp forms of three orcs, each bound and gagged, and apparently knocked unconscious. These orcs were each dressed in mail armor, their blackened oily skin only visible upon their hands and faces. Seth took a moment to study them before turning to face the once men who served him.
"Who of you today was the most valiant in battle?" Seth asked. He knew they shared some form of pack consciousness and as such knew of each other’s every deed. One amongst them stepped forward.
"Who of you fought most ferociously today?" Seth asked. Another stepped forward from his kin.
"Whom among you is most respected, second to Borrik in command?" Seth asked again. A third member of his servants separated himself from the rest. 
Releasing Sara’s hand Seth approached the first of his distinguished followers, and placing one hand upon the half-man half-beast’s forearm, Seth reached out with his mind and stripped the first of the three orcs of its life force. He instantly channeled it into his loyal servant, leaving a pile of ash and armor upon the ground. The half-man's eyes rolled in their sockets as pure pleasure overtook him, and craning his neck back the beast let loose a blood-curdling howl before falling to his knees, undergoing yet another transformation. Seth stepped past his now mutating devout follower on to the next. Performing the ritual two more times, Seth and Sara watched as the three prior wolf men wriggled on the ground as they mutated into something more spectacular than what they had previously been. As they recovered, the men, now appearing much like Borrik, rose and kneeled to their living god and Seth offered each a nod of approval. Now these three, like Borrik, were magnificent creatures. Gone were the hideous patchwork skull and hunched backs, gone were the long matted fur and sunken chests, and once again the man side of each of these three of Seth’s creations had dominance over the wolf side.
"I'll require five more orcs to complete the rest of your transformations," Seth said. 
Turning from his newly transformed troops back to Borrik, Seth gave the man orders to continue scouting ahead, as well as to collect whatever they could of value from the fallen orcs and goblins. Seth knew there was more than one way to gather followers. He also knew that this night they would be staying in Raven’s Keep, the southernmost castle in Valdadore’s kingdom. Being the farthest to the south, the people here would be those who had felt the sting of the goblin's raiding parties again and again. Here would be the people who had lost the most and had the least. Here loyalty could be bought, and Seth planned to use such circumstances to his advantage.
Seth and Sara watched as the wolf men turned and raced off through the woods at breakneck speeds. Seth was surprised as how Sara could so easily accept his abilities, and the transformations he had performed seemed to not affect her at all. After his troops were lost to sight, Sara approached once again, and taking Seth’s face in both her little hands, she kissed him passionately, reassuring him once again of her love and devotion. 
Sara knew she loved Seth completely. She understood the cost of them being able to be together was his use of the powers bestowed upon him by Ishanya. She knew that through Seth many lives would be altered or ended. She knew the man she loved was torn between his own wants and desires, and his many newly acquired responsibilities. She knew of his distrust in the gods, his unwillingness to serve them, and she was aware that he burdened himself with such service on her behalf. He sacrificed himself for her now, just as he had done in the cave the first time they had encountered a goblin. Only now his sacrifice was constant. He had given himself unwillingly into the goddess's service in order to be with her, and to assure a future for them both. In giving himself to the goddess, he had been sworn to the service of the kingdom and the king’s court, more sacrifices of himself just to be with her. Seth had created a new race of soldier in service to the king, and the soldiers swearing themselves to Seth left him yet another burden he willingly bore in order to be with her. Sara did not feel worthy of such unyielding sacrifice, did not feel worthy of such immeasurable devotion, but swore to herself that she would support Seth in any and all ways she was able. She would be at his side no matter the danger, she would sacrifice for him anything in return for his love. Though she knew his sacrifice would always be greater than hers, she hoped that she would be able to minimize the effects of his sacrifices on his conscience, and hopefully save his soul from the goddess Ishanya.
 
Within an hour of the battle, the king's retinue was again mounted and racing south. Evening was approaching and they only had a few hours’ ride remaining until they reached Raven's Keep south of the ancient forest. Seth, Garret and Sara took up positions as rear guard once again, and after a brief congratulatory conversation about the fight, the three rode in silence, Seth using his time to plan for his brief stay in Raven's Keep. Borrik appeared once again that afternoon, and speaking to him briefly, Seth sent him back to his men. As they rode Seth issued out from himself tendrils of his power. Finding many a wild animal in the forest he left an unseen path of destruction, siphoning dry numerous animals as they traveled, storing their power for later use, until he felt he could contain no more.
The sun was reaching the horizon, staining the skies in shades of pink and orange as they left the canopy of the forest behind, thundering out of the ancient forest into the vast rolling plains of southern Valdadore. As far as Seth could see there was naught but rolling fields in all directions, from the horizon to the east, to the horizon to the west, nothing but hills and fields. But ahead of them was another story entirely. An hour’s ride away stood the castle of Raven’s Keep, in front of a backdrop of immense snow-capped mountains further to the south. The castle appeared black in the distance, and showed no signs of the same elegance that was found in the city of Valdadore. This castle was built with one purpose in mind, strategic defense. 
Seth kept his eyes on the castle nearly the entire hour as they approached its massive walls. This castle was made from granite slabs several feet thick and several stories tall, each interlocking like a puzzle piece with the ones around it, fitting together so precisely that a knife blade scraped across the surface would find no purchase in any seam between the immense slabs. The outer castle walls were unbelievably high, soaring over a hundred feet into the sky. Upon closer inspection arrow slits and murder holes were everywhere upon the walls. Nothing could be seen atop them from ground level but Seth imagined that such immense walls would be guarded by hundreds of ballista and catapults, not to mention thousands of troops. Though Raven's Keep did not cover even a quarter of the land that Valdadore encompassed, this castle inspired a sense of impenetrability unlike that of the other city. The portcullis and gates upon the northern wall of the city were barely big enough to allow a horse-drawn cart through, and upon passing beneath these defenses Seth was amazed to find a bustling, if not overcrowded city inside. Stopping shortly before entering, Seth spoke hurriedly with one of the guards at the gate before again turning to enter the city proper.
The noise within the city was immense with blacksmiths hammering, merchants advertising their wares and people shouting over the constant noise, but that paled in comparison to the smell. The whole castle reeked of sweat and smoke and feces. All the livestock from surrounding farms had been brought within the city to keep them out of the hands of raiding parties, but so many animals defecating on the streets made it impossible to keep up with maintaining cleanliness. Mingled with that was the smell of tens of thousands of men, women and children who now slept in the streets with no place to properly bathe. With the kingdom in full swing preparing for war, many blacksmiths had come from around the kingdom and set up temporary forges here in the city where their fires burned day and night, producing high volumes of dark smoke that lazily, eventually, made its way out over the top of the high stone city walls. This place was in no way what Seth had expected. In fact, it offered much more opportunity than he ever could have wished. Speaking to the king briefly about their plans to leave in the morning, Seth dismissed himself and Sara from the retinue. Peeling off from the main force, instead of making for the center of the city where the rest of the king's men were headed, Seth led Sara down the outer street of the city, making his way parallel to the unmatched heights of the castle wall, and came to a large building marked as an inn. Tying the horses outside Seth took Sara into the building, and once inside, they looked about for the proprietor.
Sara listened as Seth had an odd conversation with the small weasel of an innkeeper, and watched as Seth paid the man with a golden crown. Having what he wanted, the innkeeper pointed to the door behind the bar and Seth then led Sara through the door into the blazing hot kitchen beyond. Passing quickly through the kitchen, Seth found another door and they went outside into a courtyard of sorts, closed in on all sides by neighboring buildings. It was a rather large courtyard for an inn, and chickens pecked lazily at the dry grass here and there. Seeing what it was he had come for, Seth led Sara into a large wooden storage building at the back of the property, where Seth struggled to pull the huge door open on its rusty hinges. 
Once inside Seth was happy to find the building nearly empty, its only occupants being a few buckets filled with feed for the chickens, some rope and other implements for maintaining the lawn behind the inn. Satisfied with the building, Seth went about moving the few items out of the way to the back of the large room. Not quite comprehending what they were doing Sara joined in out of curiosity and wonder. Before long they had all but one back corner of the large room cleared. Finding a broom Sara began to sweep the cobblestone floor free of dust and dirt as Seth smiled in appreciation.
Seth knew Sara would be wondering what his intentions were for the room, so he chose to share one of those intentions with her, but keep the other a secret.
"Borrik and a couple of the men will be joining us as soon as the sun sets," Seth said. "I have been gathering power nearly all day in an effort to properly arm them. Tomorrow we will reach the rest of the army, and I want to be sure that my men are adequately equipped for battle. I also thought it would be only right to make them easily recognizable by sight. After I am finished with their armor, I’ll equip you too."
"Are you planning to send me into battle with your wolf troops, my love?" Sara joked.
"No, but I assume you will want to be with me, and unfortunately I have sworn myself to fight," Seth answered.
Seth and Sara waited only an hour until the sun was lost to the horizon and the moons both rose outside their makeshift shelter. Seth sat leaning against the back wall facing the door, Sara resting in his lap, her head on his shoulder, a river of raven hair streaming down her back. Seth raised his head hearing the inn door swing closed with a bang across the courtyard. He listened as footsteps approached accompanied by clanking and clunking, and reaching out with his mind he assured himself it was simply Borrik and the three men he had earlier in the day perfected. The steps and various metallic clangs neared and stopped at the door to the building. A hard, overly loud knock sounded and Seth chuckled quietly to himself. Borrik knocked as if this building were some proper chamber, instead of a storage shed. Seth, helping Sara rise from his lap, welcomed his men to join them, and the large door swung back quickly and effortlessly, and Seth’s four completed troops ushered themselves in quickly.
"Did you have any problems finding us?" Seth asked.
"None we couldn’t handle, m'lord," Borrik replied. With his answer Borrik grinned, his many sharp canine and orc teeth producing more a threatening sneer than a proper smile.
"What do you mean ‘handle’?" Seth asked, hoping the men hadn’t inadvertently caused him any trouble.
"I don’t think the gate guard expected your troops to appear as we do, m'lord, and he was hesitant to permit us entrance, even though you had already spoken to him," Borrik replied.
"How then did you get in the city?" Seth asked, now a bit amused.
"I growled at the poor whelp," Borrik smiled. "I think the man lost his bowels." Tilting his head back slightly Borrik let loose a throaty bark-like chuckle.
Then it was down to business as each of Seth’s four wolf men un-slung from their backs large bundles and spread them out upon the floor. Each bundle contained numerous pieces of armor accompanied by coin pouches and even some pieces of jewelry in odd fashions. Seth sifted through the larger ones, and finding some items to his satisfaction, set them all aside. Scooping up all the coin pouches he handed them to Sara to inventory and sort, along with the jewelry. The remaining items Seth shoved into a large pile, casting them aside for later. 
Looking at the pieces he had selected he was happy to find he had more than enough to equip his men. He separated four complete, large sets of armor which he assumed had belonged to the orcs of the raiding party. He was happy to find they would need little alteration to accommodate the large size of his men. Most of the changes he would have to perform he assumed would simply be in the styling of the armor, and the way in which the joints attached and moved. However, not wanting to waste his time and energy, he asked one of his soldiers to don a set of the armor so he could appraise its fit before he began. In short order the wolf man, known in his human days as Vork Steisser, was completely outfitted in the orc armor, and Seth was pleased to discover that his assumptions were correct. 
Thinking it would be best to actually perform the changes to the armor while the men were wearing it in order to assure a perfect fit, Seth then had the remaining three adorn armor as well. Though orcs were not sticklers for detail, the blackened plate armor was effective as it was this very moment. However, Seth wanted more than adequate armor for his men. He wanted, like the highly polished Knights of Valdadore, armor that made a statement.
Seth first approached Borrik, and eyeing his armor from every possible angle, he was able to discern what changes he wanted to make, and how best to improve upon the simple design. Placing his hand first upon Borrik's breastplate Seth unleashed some of the power he had trapped, stirring inside him, seeking release. Focusing the power to do his will upon the armor, everyone in the room watched as the metal began to buck and roll, stretching here and twisting there. The roughly hammered surfaces smoothed and new lines and creases appeared. As the armor began to take shape, his troops nodded their approval though Seth was too busy to notice. After several minutes, Seth took a step back to admire his work. Then, retrieving a gold coin from Sara, he again laid his hand upon the breastplate, trapping the coin between his hand and the newly shaped armor. A moment later Seth again stepped back to appraise his work.
Where once was a roughly hammered, crudely crafted breastplate, was now an item equal in craftsmanship to that worn by the Knights of Valdadore. However, where the knights’ armor was simple and elegant, a sign of purity, here was a piece in exact contrast. The breastplate was both beautiful and wicked. The plate itself appeared like a replica of Borrik's chest and abdomen with large wide ribs, a muscular chest and tight, well-defined abdomen. It was almost as if Borrik now wore his bone and muscle on the outside of his body, and upon Borrik’s left breast, where his heart lay beneath, Seth had melded the gold coin, infusing it to the black armor in the likeness of a wolf's head with small veins of gold slithering out from all sides as if the armor fed life to the wolf’s head crested upon it. Satisfied with his work Seth set about altering the rest of Borrik's armor.
Nearly an hour passed as Seth labored, though most of the work was minor. He smoothed imperfections, honed edges and heaved the armor into sharpened ghastly spikes around the neck, down the spine and at the knees and elbows. Upon Borrik's forearms Seth melded some of the goblin's wicked blades to run down the full length of the outside of the vambraces, making the armor a weapon as well. Often Seth would step back to view his progress only to step in once more and make subtle changes, though he was cautious to not overspend his reserve of power. Finally completed, Seth appraised his first completed set of armor. Borrik now appeared as a frightening beast of some nightmare world. His entire suit of flawless black armor appeared as bone and blackened spikes. Seth had done his best to nearly completely encompass the man's body, layering the joints in such a way as to not impede movement. Still Borrik's hands and face were bare as well as the bottom of his feet. Seth had had to completely rework the orc's helms to fit upon the elongated head of his servant. Now the helm left the face open with only a single nose guard running up Borrik's muzzle and between his eyes, covered entirely in a row of spikes that continued up over the top of the helm between his ears, which now pierced through holes in it. The spikes continued down the back of the head. Each of the man's massive shoulders had large, twisted spikes upon them as well, and running down Borrik's back plate were the same ribs that adorned the front, accompanied at its center with a wicked spine, also bedecked with spikes all the way down his back. 
Seth admired his work with a grin, and saw too that his men all approved the alterations. Borrik was a sight both awe-inspiring and frightening, exactly what Seth had intended. Having his blueprint for the rest of the armor now, Seth went to work on his other three men, starting with each of their breastplates. It only took Seth two more hours to complete the three remaining sets of armor for his men, having already worked out the details. Upon completing them he felt assured he still had reserves enough to complete both his and Sara’s armor as well. 
Helping Sara don a suit of armor, Seth realized that this particular set would be quite complicated. The orc armor was entirely too large, and the goblin armor too small. Rummaging through the pile he had earlier cast aside, Seth pulled out a few additional pieces and mixed and matched armor for Sara, finding the bits that would take the least alteration. Having her finally completely suited up, Seth knew already how he wished her armor to appear, and working from memory, Seth recreated Ishanya’s black, body-accentuating suit of armor upon the woman he loved. It was elegant and sexy, but also dark and twisted, exactly as he recalled it. Upon the center of her chest he added the head of the wolf he had adorned the other men with. When he was finished he admired the woman he loved, dressed for battle, a sight of beautiful mercilessness. Now it was time to create his own armor.
After several minutes, with both Sara and his men's help, Seth managed to piece together some ill-fitting armor from the remaining pieces his men had collected. He went about altering it for himself in the likeness of the armor his men wore. Upon his armor too he protruded bones and spikes and affixed blades to the forearms, mirroring his men’s armor exactly, and upon his chest he too emblazoned the wolf crest. However, wanting to distinguish himself from his troops, Seth took the detail a bit further. Gathering some deep red copper coins, Seth wove about his black armor blood vessels that wriggled this way and that, erupting from the armor in one place then crawling back beneath the surface in another. Having finally finished the armor upon his body, Seth poured his power into the helm upon his head causing it to stretch here and squeeze there until he got the fit just perfect. Removing it, he grabbed some smaller remaining pieces of the blackened armor and melded them to his helm, the whole process appearing effortless to those who watched. Seth began to shape the exterior, adding eyes and a toothed maw, long pointed ears, creating a face upon the helm he would wear as a mask. A face akin to his soldiers, that of a man who had become more than a man, but not yet a beast. It was both a work of art and a horror to behold. The likeness was so uncanny the helm appeared to be the once living, severed head of one of his men. When he again donned it his eyes shone through where the mask's eyes were carved, making the metal face look once more alive.
Appearing as they did, if not a bit smaller, Seth accepted his men’s looks of approval and too accepted their many thanks and blessings upon him for creating such wondrous armor for them. Seth was nearly depleted of power but had another task yet remaining. Looking through the coins Sara had sorted, he was surprised to find that a great many of them were of the make of his own kingdom, and so would not require his attention. There were also many coins of the same materials, but foreign in make. One by one, Seth took the foreign coins, and using his powers he reshaped the images stamped upon them to reflect the coins of his own realm. Perfection here was not necessary, so he left visible flaws and worked quickly to both complete the task and monitor his remaining, dwindling, reserve of power. The coins being small and imperfect were completed in short order, and having them finished Seth hurriedly divided each of the piles of different coins into roughly six equal portions. Scooping up each small pile he returned them to six nearly equal coin pouches. The coins completed, Seth had a task for his faithful priest next.
"Borrik, I have a favor to ask of you," Seth said.
"Whatever you command, m'lord," Borrik answered.
"Very well Borrik. As a priest in good standing to Ishanya, I wish you to perform the ceremony to join Sara and I in marriage," Seth said in his most regal tone. 
Turning to watch Sara’s response to the surprise, Seth was astonished to see her eyes well up with tears, a giant smile forming upon her small angelic face. Seth knew in his heart that it might be in vain that he married Sara now, for tomorrow they rode to battle and it was possible one or both of them might not return. Seth also knew that he did not want to perish with his promise to join with Sara unfulfilled. So although it was with no preparation, and Seth felt forced by circumstance, he was overjoyed to see the effect his words had on the woman he so deeply loved. Seeing the overwhelming look of joy on Sara’s face, Seth vowed to himself that even if he had to sacrifice all that he knew, everyone that he served, or anything else that stood in his way, he would protect Sara and they would both return from this battle to live long, fulfilling lives.
So it was that only minutes later, after joining hands, repeating a handful of vows of their duty to the other, and an exchange of a kiss, Seth and Sara were joined as he presented her with the small teardrop charm he had created just days ago.  Now joined as husband and wife, in celebration Seth’s four most loyal soldiers reared back their massive heads and howled into the night. Somewhere out in the forest, miles and miles away, their howl was joined by other faithful worshippers of Lord Seth, the Death Mage.
 
After the ceremony was completed, and Seth’s men howled in celebration, Sara released Seth’s hand for just a moment, and approached Borrik. She reached up as far as she could, wrapping her little arms around his thick neck, hugging him in thanks, and gave him a kiss upon his cheek. Then releasing the giant beast of a man she settled from her tippy toes and reclaimed Seth’s hand.
"So, my husband," Sara paused a moment, tasting the words for the first time. "We seem to have plenty of coin. What are we going to do for our honeymoon?" Sara asked with an all-too-familiar mischievous grin spreading across her lips.
"Well, my angelic wife, we will go out tonight and give all of our coin away," Seth replied, his own grin mimicking hers.
Now all eyes were on Seth. None of them understood his meaning, yet none wished to question him either. So noting the many confused looks in those around him, Seth shared his plan in full, explaining that most of the people in the streets were now homeless, their small towns along the borders having been raided and burned to the ground. Most of them had little or nothing as far as wealth was concerned, and most of them would be hungry, scared and looking for a shred of hope in a seemingly hopeless world. These were desperate people with nothing to believe in, and Seth reckoned that with just a little encouragement he could gain Ishanya new followers, holding up his end of the bargain before he went into battle. Thus he encouraged his menacing, armored wolf men to go into the streets and give alms to the neediest of the people they found there. Give to the women and children, Seth told his men, for a husband's loyalty was bought through feeding his wife and offspring. Seth told his men to spread word that these gifts to the people were given by himself, Lord Seth, in service to the goddess Ishanya. Handing each of his four fearsome men one of the coin purses, he sent them on their way to show compassion to those who had lost everything. 
Before the door swung closed behind his men as they rushed off to follow his orders, Sara pounced on Seth, both of them still in full armor, bearing him to the ground bodily. There they wrestled with each other’s armor upon the cobblestone floor, and finally freeing themselves of armor and clothing, Sara gave herself wholly to Seth for the first time, and the second time, before both of them lay in tangled, sweaty ecstasy, panting loudly, having consummated their marriage. Together they lay entwined until their breathing returned to normal, and although Seth was loath to do so, he stood and began to dress once again. Sara after giving him a pouty lip followed by her mischievous smile, rose from the cool floor and began dressing as well. They helped one another with the many straps and clasps of their armor, and left together, heading for the streets. 
For more than four hours Seth led Sara up and down the streets of Raven's Keep, introducing themselves and giving coin to those most in need. Many times their generosity was met with tears, and many times the receiver of their kindness would fall to their knees blessing Sara and Seth and the goddess they served, sobbing all the while and groveling at their feet. They were surprised to find that even this late at night the streets were crowded with people trying to sleep while livestock roamed freely among them. Mothers tried in vain to hush their babies and fathers sat awake watching over their families lest something else be taken from them. Many of these men attempted to swear themselves into Seth’s service for his great acts of compassion, though Seth sorrowfully refused them. Seth remembered the stories he had heard around the hearths of his family’s inn as a child about many battles of the past. These were the people never mentioned in the stories, these were the people Seth had wished to help when he had traveled to The Choosing ceremony, and now he was helping them, at least as best he was able. Seth had to admit to himself, however, that he was using those he helped, at least to some capacity, taking advantage of their circumstances. As such it nearly caused him physical pain as he witnessed on several occasions as the night progressed a person’s inner aura shifting from beautiful rainbow hues to that of purest black. 
Their supply of coins relinquished to those in need, Seth and Sara, weary from a long day, returned to the inn and, passing through the kitchen, returned to the storage building that would be their room for the night. Seth helped Sara escape her new armor and watched her stretch her cramped muscles before she too helped him undress. Seth, both physically and mentally exhausted, lay down upon the hard stone floor waiting for Sara who quickly joined him, snuggling into his body with her own. Though he wanted nothing more than to hold her and get some sleep, Sara had other plans, and eventually Seth gave in to her touching and teasing, and nearly tearing her clothes off, Sara was victorious once again. She gave herself to her husband, making sure he was completely and utterly satisfied, before curling up in his arms where they both slept the few remaining hours until dawn.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 10
Inescapable Future and Unwanted Responsibilities
 
 
As the sun began to light the eastern horizon, the immense walled castle city of Raven's Keep still awash in darkness, a loud bang sounded on the door to Seth and Sara’s makeshift room. Not knowing what else to do, not knowing how to repair what his peers had done, Borrik paced outside the storage building in which Seth slumbered. He had followed his master's orders precisely, telling those to whom he gave alms that he served Seth as his lord and master, and Ishanya the goddess who granted Lord Seth his power. Many times Borrik had explained his visage to those he met dwelling in the streets. At first they shied from him when he approached, but he was able to gain their trust through his words easily enough. 
But the other members of his pack held different loyalties than those of his own. They were not men of faith before meeting Seth, and through their transformation, they clung to the feral beliefs of their wolf sides, understanding only what they saw with their own eyes and what they felt by instinct. To the other three wolf men in Seth’s service that night, Ishanya was a being of no substance and as such held no claim to the glory of being their creator. Thus they spread the word of Lord Seth, a walking god who had begun creating a new race of vicious fighting beast-men to defeat the enemy hordes in the south. Throughout the night, by word of mouth and through the very deeds of Seth, Sara, Borrik and his men, word spread and there were those who began to seek out this walking god, and eventually they had located him. Borrik needed to rouse his master.
Seth, hearing the banging on the door, opened his eyes, unable to believe morning had come already. Using his sight of the gods he reached out and sensed Borrik outside the door. Recoiling his senses, Seth softly kissed Sara upon her forehead and as gently as he was able, woke his new wife. Untangling their bodies Seth rose and quickly pulled on his trousers and walked to answer the door. Turning to be sure Sara had made herself presentable, Seth pushed the door open a crack. Seeing it was still dark he asked Borrik what it was that he wanted. Borrik tried to respond several times, but each time stuttered to a stop and began anew. Seth was not yet awake enough to make any sense of the man's rambling so instead told him to come in.
Borrik yanked the door open upon its rusty hinges, and rushing inside, quickly closed the door behind him. His large wolfish head drooping low as if he had done something more disappointing than waking Seth so early, Borrik stood silent in the small dark chamber.
"What is it, Borrik?" Seth asked. "And please, this time just spit it out."
"M'lord forgive the untimely hour, but I should warn you that there are...um..." Borrik paused as if to gauge his own words. "There are people here to see you," he concluded evasively.
"Who is here to see me?" Seth asked, his tone now becoming one of concern.
"I am most sorry m'lord, but as I explained to you before, the other men hold to their wolf instincts and their understanding of beings greater than themselves. They worship you as their creator in their own way, so the orders you gave last night were not followed as closely as we might have hoped," Borrik confessed. "Please do not underestimate the men's loyalty, m'lord, it is only a difference of understanding."
"Oh my," Sara said. She understood instantly the consequences of the men's actions.
"So there are people outside who wish to see a living god?" Seth asked. Seth could not believe what he was hearing, his brain barely awake enough to even complete sentences.
Borrik simply nodded his head which still drooped towards his chest, completely ashamed.
"How many people are we talking about here, Borrik? Five, ten, fifty?" Seth asked.
"Several hundred," Borrik said. If it were possible, it appeared that with this answer Borrik managed to lower his head further in guilt.
Seth was at a complete loss for words, and Sara’s jaw simply hung slack for a moment as she shook her head, not believing the words she was hearing. Seth began to pace the small room for a moment. Appearing to come to a decision, he stopped mid-stride and spun upon his heels to once again face the man of his own creation.
"Help us with our armor, Borrik. I'll speak to them and try and set things straight, and for the gods’ sakes, stop looking like a whipped dog! If this is anyone’s fault it is my own. I should not have overlooked this possibility." Seth’s tone grew more and more agitated as he spoke.
Borrik did not hesitate to follow his orders. Snapping his head up he began gathering Seth’s armor and helped him don the suit in entirety. Seth then assisted Sara with hers, and Borrik, looking at the pair of them in the daylight, feared that the impressive appearance that the pair now commanded was just as likely to hurt his argument to the people as it was to help. The appearance of the couple alone in their black armor was likely to gain followers, for these two humans were a vision of fearsome power.
Seth was truly disappointed, but not in his men, for they were not at fault for their lack of human understanding of the situation. Seth had created them as such, and he knew from here on he would have to pay much more attention to detail if he were not to repeat such a mistake. With himself and Sara fully armored and ready to leave the city on a moment’s notice with the king, Seth nodded towards the door.
Borrik swung the heavy door wide, its hinges protesting the abuse. Borrik stepped out of the building ahead of his master and Sara, clearing them a path. Within the last few minutes the sun had crested the horizon lending light to the land, and bringing a dull, surreal feeling to the courtyard outside the storage building. Seth, with Sara’s hand in his, stepped out from the gloom of the small building to confront several hundred common people who had come to apparently witness his glory. Realizing that his helm would stifle his ability to speak clearly to such a large gathering, Seth reached up and pulled back his wolf-faced visor. Too suddenly he regretted the act, and knew there would now be no changing the minds of the general populace. For as he pulled back his visor, a man in the crowd pointed and shouted, "That’s him there, the god that made these wolf men!"
Like a tidal wave accompanied by cheers and “ohs” and “ahs”, the poor souls with nothing left to believe in were awash in a blackness their own eyes could not see. They fell to their knees before the man they believed a god. Without the chance to speak a word, without opportunity to repair such a foolhardy error, hundreds of hopeless everyday citizens mistakenly accepted Seth as their god, and with their acceptance the power that was their life twisted and altered inside them, all colors fading to black. Such was the mass hysteria, that a single misguided belief could lead countless people to this end. Seth knew not what it meant in the realm of his bargain struck with the goddess Ishanya, but he did know that now he was responsible for the lot of them. Feeling like he might vomit, Seth attempted to steel his nerves as another immense responsibility was heaved upon him.
Looking through the crowd Seth was at least somewhat relieved to see few children. Most of these people were the worst off, those who had lost their homes and families, so grieved by loss they needed to cling to something, and that something was Seth. Seth stood looking over the crowd, knowing not what to say to the people, nor having any idea what to do with them, when a very large man in tattered clothing stepped out from the crowd, his shoulders hanging in defeat, his eyes swollen and red from grieving. The man approached several steps before pausing as Borrik and the other wolf men gathered near as if to defend their master. The large man just stood there as if lost in himself, his eyes becoming unfocused, and tears threatening to escape once again. Taking a deep breath, he gathered himself before speaking.
"Lord Seth, I swear myself into your service, and pray you make me as you have made these men." The large man paused, raising his hands to gesture towards Seth’s wolf men. "I have lost all that I have loved, all that I lived for, and now I wish to be made as one of your great warriors so that by your power I may have my vengeance." With that the large man fell to his knees, staring ahead blankly.
A cheer arose from the crowd and Seth realized that this was the reason that had driven the people to him. Each of them wanted to revenge the loss of their loved ones, each of them wanted to fight and Seth did not blame them, nor could he refuse them. Looking to the man who had fallen to his knees just a few yards before him, Seth imagined him to be a farmer. He was a large man by any account, with wide shoulders and thick muscles. Seth imagined him pushing a plow through a field by hand, too impoverished to afford even a mule, but too stubborn to let his family starve. A family that was ripped from him.
"What is your name, good man?" Seth asked.
Looking up with unfocused eyes, the man raised his head before speaking to the god who questioned him.
"My name is Connor Falion, Lord Seth. If you give me the chance I will fight for you and in time die for you to join my dear wife and four daughters who were raped and then gutted by orcs as I lay unconscious, thought dead.”
Seth simply nodded his understanding, impressed the man had not killed himself, wondering if he, in the same circumstances, would have gone on living.
"Do you all so wish to serve me, fight for me and perhaps die for me?" Seth shouted.
The crowd erupted into something between a chant and a cheer, all of them vowing to spill blood for Seth, and though somewhat disgusted at the notion, Seth understood their desire. What would he be willing to do for vengeance if he were to lose Sara? Raising his hands for silence the crowd quickly quieted to hear his words.
"Do you all wish to become like my men here?" Seth asked. He then gestured towards his men to either side, trying to gauge the crowd’s reaction. Once again the crowd erupted into shouts of various profane words summarily followed by the cry of “yes”. Again Seth raised his hands for silence.
"If you wish to serve me then you shall take your orders from these men," Seth shouted. He again gestured to his wolf troops to either side. Waiting for their shouts of approval to subside, Seth gave his new followers their first order.
"Gather what you own. What you don’t need for battle discard or sell. Arm yourselves the best you are able and in one hour be outside the castle's southern gate," Seth commanded.
Having sworn obedience, the crowd rose to their feet and began to quickly exit the courtyard through the inn. Seth watched them stream out, wondering to himself what consequences would come of his actions this day. He only prayed he would be able to bear the burden as he turned to address his second-in-command.
"Borrik, I have a dilemma." Seth stated plainly. "I have accumulated near three hundred new troops if my estimate is close. I need near three hundred wolves. Please tell me you have a solution," Seth concluded, sounding defeated.
Borrik stood for a moment in silence. Seth imagined him thinking, but then realized as his other troops each nodded to some unspoken conversation that he had been communicating with the pack.
"M'lord, I do think we have a solution," Borrik announced.
Seth listened as Borrik described his plan in which Seth’s wolf men who remained in the forest would challenge the alpha males of several packs of wolves they had encountered while scouting the woods. Having defeated these alpha males, Seth’s men would then command the packs of feral animals and could bring them to Seth, wherever that might be. To Seth it seemed like a reasonable plan considering the circumstances, apart from the fact that performing nine such transformations just nights before had left him nearly unconscious and now he had three hundred to perform. However, he had been forced then to siphon the wolves at a distance. If his men could convince the feral animals to allow Seth to touch them, he could siphon them effortlessly and transfer their power without so much as breaking a sweat. Agreeing with the plan, Seth told Borrik to find the whereabouts of the king, and keeping one of his other wolf men as a personal guard, Seth sent the remaining two back to the forest to help in collecting the beasts he needed. 
The remaining massive wolf man, whose fine coat was the color of toasted bread, introduced himself as having been named Jonas Highguard when he was a human. Seth made note of it, intending to create a chain of command among his growing number of troops to more easily handle them. Not sure what else to do, Seth led Sara through the inn into the street beyond, Jonas following a few paces behind, as if nothing out of the ordinary had transpired. It wasn’t until they had walked nearly a block that Seth noticed people beginning to gather behind them, following at a distance, speaking in excited but hushed tones. Seth continued leading Sara along, pretending to be unaware of the growing throng of people following them. 
Nearing the southern gate of the immensely walled city, Jonas interrupted their thoughtful silence relaying to Seth that Borrik had located the king. He was now mounting his horse with his retinue preparing to ride south to battle. Seth nodded his understanding and continued without pausing. Approaching the gates Seth observed a commotion ahead as people poured out from the city into the rolling hills beyond. Seth knew in the pit of his stomach that these were now his people, those he had commanded to gather outside the walls of the castle. The armored guards to either side of the gate snapped to attention and raised their fists to their chests in salute to him. Though Seth was not their commander, he was a member of the king's court, a lord, the head of a new order of mages, and now apparently the commander of his own troops. His rank, it appeared, was appraised quite highly by those in the army. Seth simply returned the guards’ salute, banging his own fist to his chest thus allowing the men to return to their duties. 
Passing the guards, beneath the portcullis, Seth found himself facing another possible quandary. Word had spread of Seth at unbelievable speed throughout the night, and though his message had been misconstrued, he had inadvertently gathered many followers wishing to fight with him for their own reasons. Seth knew once these people were melded with wolves, mutating their bodies and consciousness, they would be loyal soldiers. However, the problem he faced was the king’s reaction to Seth’s growing following. Seth knew not how the king might respond to Seth’s apparent raising of an army. If word had spread to the king that Seth had proclaimed himself a god, he would have a lot of explaining to do. Seth had to figure out a way to show his loyalty to the king as well as a way to show his new followers that their so-called god took his orders from the king to better serve the kingdom. It was a very tangled web Seth had fallen into, with loyalties and responsibilities holding him fast, each movement he made in one direction caused tugging in ten others. Seth wondered at his ability to keep it all in balance.
Stepping beyond the great onyx-colored walls, Seth and Sara were met by a tumultuous cheer. The people gathered here believed Seth their savior, just as Ishanya believed him the champion to her cause. The king believed him to be the deciding factor in the battle to come, just as Sara believed him too good for her affections. Borrik and the wolf men believed him a god among mortal men, and Seth believed he had no escape from any of their expectations of him.
Jonas issued ahead of Seth and Sara, clearing a path through the crowd for the newly-wed couple. Without pause Seth strode a few hundred yards, putting some space between himself and the castle wall, as well as gaining the attention of all those who gathered. Turning to face the many people who had come, Seth guessed that he had accumulated at least another hundred followers. It was a ragtag band of men and women at best, with a few children who were near to, but had not yet reached, the age of adulthood. The people here had done as they were told, and they carried little upon their persons, though Seth assumed that they had little in the way of belongings remaining to them in any case. Most of them clung to something that could suffice as a weapon, from knives to clubs, from pitchforks to shovels. Seth’s weary band of lost souls had done as they were commanded to the best of their abilities. 
Seth was not surprised to see that as he assessed his followers through his wolfish visor, more people, coming in twos and threes, poured out from the gates to join the growing crowd. He wondered how many more would come, and hoped that it was both few and many. Seth was torn. With every soldier he could create, it made better odds for their victory in battle, yet with each follower he gained he became responsible over yet another life. Looking to Sara, Seth momentarily lost himself in her loving amber eyes, shining through her wicked helm. Just looking at her seemed to help Seth focus, and returning his gaze to his newest followers, speaking as loudly and clearly as he was able, Seth directed them to clear the road and line up in an orderly formation. Taking his cue, Jonas strode towards the crowd and began directing them into ranks. Within moments four equal lines appeared with men evenly spaced, one row behind the other. Seth dared not give any orders yet nor make any more plans without first gauging the king's reaction to his growing following. So with nothing left to do, Seth remained with Sara at his side, and they waited patiently for the king's arrival. 
Long moments passed before Seth could hear the pounding of many hooves upon the cobble roads within the castle. Seconds later Borrik exited the city and spotting Seth, marched directly to his side.
"M'lord, the king approaches leading his retinue to battle, and it appears you left your mounts behind at the inn,” Borrik observed. "Do you not plan to join the king?" 
Seth had in fact forgotten the great white beasts tethered outside the inn where they had spent a portion of the night. So much had happened in the day already Seth had once again overlooked what seemed like a minor detail. The gesture might appear different to the king. Seth was horrified and knowing he had no time to return to gather the beasts, nor could he send one of his wolf men as the horses would likely flee the creatures, Seth shouted the name of the singular man among his followers that he knew.
"Connor Falion!" Seth shouted. Seth then watched as the large bulky man extracted himself from the ranks of his peers. "Go to the inn where I spent the night, and fetch my horses," Seth ordered. The huge man without so much as a nod dashed quickly back into the city, disappearing beneath the portcullis and happy to at least for the moment have purpose once again. 
The thrumming of hoof beats drummed louder and louder through the cool morning air until eventually Seth reached out with his senses to find the king much closer than he had anticipated. The immense stone walls of the city appeared to be muting the sounds of the approaching horses. Deciding upon a course of action, Seth quickly led Sara back to the road and beckoned Borrik and Jonas to join him as well. Positioning himself in the center of the road, with Sara at his side and each of his wolf men taking up positions of guards to either side of the young couple, Seth waited the last moments until the king rode through the narrow gate. Sitting confidently upon his horse, he reined in his mount several yards ahead of Seth who took a knee, subjugating himself to the king. Sara and Seth’s wolf men copied his actions, as well as the large crowd of Seth’s gathered followers. Seeing the king nod his approval, Seth rose to his feet and approached the king's mount hoping for a modicum of privacy. The procession of the king's retinue had ground to a halt as Seth began to speak to King Valdadore.
"Your majesty, these men and women wish to join my troops and fight for the kingdom. They have lost all they owned and all they loved. They have no homes, no money, and no food," Seth said.
"As much as I have already heard, Lord Seth," the king stated. "But I have heard too that a god walks among men, and that your own troops claim you to be such a god," the king added with an unpleasant tone, one of his eyebrows rising in question.
"A discrepancy I wish I could have foreseen," Seth said. "It has been brought to my attention that my wolf troops hold to their feral side as far as beliefs are concerned, and they recognize me as their creator. It is nothing more than a misunderstanding, one I intend to prevent from happening again," Seth assured the king.
"Shall you be riding with us then, Lord Seth, or marching with your troops?" the king asked. "It is only half a day’s ride to the army, or a long day’s march. In either case you should arrive well in time to uphold your duty to the kingdom. It appears our enemy waits to attack in earnest. They simply harass us for now." 
Seth nodded his understanding before replying that he would march with his men until well underway, and then he would race ahead to the army once his troops were prepared. Stepping aside, Seth, Sara and their guards cleared the way and the king spurred his mount and his retinue rushed to follow suit. 
Seth then turned to Borrik.
"How do the men progress?" Seth asked. A moment passed as specific details were exchanged between Seth’s pack of wolf men and then Borrik, receiving the information his master wanted, replied.
"Many packs have already been won, m'lord. The men as we speak race to track down several other known packs.  As our numbers increase we gain new information from those of our wolven brothers and sisters, allowing us to locate more alphas to challenge. Within an hour our men should have collected near two hundred and a half wolves for your disposal. However, m'lord, they have already won those packs nearest our location and run with all haste in all directions to collect more. The longer they gather together the many packs in the great forest, the further away they will be," Borrik answered. 
"How soon could they return from their current positions?" Seth questioned. Again Borrik seemed to ponder the question a moment before answering.
"Captain Corbin is the furthest. He estimates over two hours to reach Raven's Keep," Borrik said.
"Tell them all to continue for another hour, and then meet us on the road south of the castle with all haste," Seth replied. 
Having decided a course of action, Seth estimated that in an hour, the furthest of his troops would be over three hours away, so in little more than four hours all of his troops and their newly obtained packs should be able to make the city. If Seth marched out his troops now, the ragtag band of half-starving people would make poor time on foot, and his wolf men should catch up to them upon the road in less than five hours. Seth gave his orders to both Borrik and Jonas, and seeing that the large farmer Connor had returned with their mounts, Seth took the reins from the man and thanked him, before he and Sara mounted their beasts to lead a retinue of their own. Borrik and Jonas began literally barking orders to the humans who, remaining in their current formation, turned and strode onto the road. Seth and Sara took the lead, allowing their mounts to stroll lazily along the road, setting an easy pace for their would-be troops. Borrik and Jonas took positions on either side of the road, each opposite one another with the large human band in between. Seth estimated he had four and a half hundred men now at his disposal, and expected near two and a half hundred wolves. He would have near two hundred men and women untransformed if the numbers were correct. Seth spent the next several hours pondering what to do with them. 
Lost in his own thoughts, Seth rode along the road nearly five hours before the sounds of barking and yapping came rolling over the hills from a distance behind them. As the sounds grew nearer and nearer, Seth and all who were in his following, were surprised at a sudden change in scenery. The hours previous had passed with them all traveling down the barren road heading south, without so much as a bird taking flight to break the monotony. However, as the enormous pack of wolves plunged across the rolling hills in broad daylight, they drove before them waves of animals both predatory and passive. Raccoons and rats, hares and other vermin darted this way and that trying to escape what they knew was an inevitable end. Deer bounded over the hills in the distance, and birds took flight from every small valley. Suddenly the stark day was awash in life of every form and color. Seth watched as a multitude of animals attempted to flee certain death, squawking and squeaking and hissing as they overtook the humans upon the road, who had all but stopped to witness the commotion. The vision reminded Seth of a children's story that Rose, one of his elderly neighbors, had read to him years ago of a man who played a lute driving rodents into the sea, sparing his village from a plague. Such was the mass of small bodies scurrying over the hillside that it appeared as if the hills themselves had come alive. It was a shame Seth could think of no need for rat men, for here was an abundance of rats and other various rodents. 
Just as that thought crossed his mind, Seth saw a graceful, unbelievably fast animal racing a few hundred yards away. Such was its agility that it bounded effortlessly over the ground, clearing incredible distances with each leap. Seth recognized the animal as being some sort of large feline. It looked much like a mouser, a common city cat bred to keep the rodents down, only this beast was much larger with honey-colored fur covered in dark spots. Now that would make a useful warrior, Seth thought, and though the species was unknown to him, and though it pained him to end its supple beauty, the thought of a warrior with such grace intrigued Seth so much that he reached out with his mental abilities and left only a wisp of ash in the wind as he stripped the life from the animal. That’s when it occurred to Seth that he had been mistaken all along. 
Leaping down from his mount, Seth looked to Borrik and Jonas, each of them two parts man and one part wolf. Though Seth had melded them with orcs, making them larger, stronger and faster, their perfection was mostly due to the combined sum of their man and wolf sides. So although they would not be as big or as fast or as strong as their captains, if Seth were to split the life of each wolf his men brought, adding half of its life each to two separate humans, he would create the same ratio. These troops would be less than the originals, but still superior to an average man. 
Seth summoned Borrik with a wave and gave the orders for his men to keep the wolves just over the last hill behind them. Borrik relayed the order. Seth himself then ordered the humans to create two single lines to each side of the narrow road as near the hill as possible. Watching as his fellow humans rushed to comply, Seth walked down the forming lines of his followers, looking for something specific. He noted as Sara took the reins of both his and her mounts and led the animals over a further hill to distance them from what was about to happen so as to not spook the beasts. Seth walked on, viewing over a hundred of his newest followers, before finding who it was that he was looking for.
Several hundred yards into his search, Seth came across two young women, who appeared to be sisters. They shared the same features, though one was obviously the older of the two. Both girls had sandy-colored hair with hazel eyes and pale creamy skin. Neither of them had yet reached the age of adulthood and Seth guessed one to be near seventeen, the other fourteen or fifteen. Both girls had already matured fully, and looking beyond their soiled clothes and hair, they had a common beauty.  Seth asked them if they were sure they wanted to join the ranks of his troops, if it meant becoming less human. Both girls with a slightly fearful look nodded in determination. Placing a hand upon each of their foreheads Seth unleashed the power of the great feline within him, and channeling it in equal proportions he poured the energy into the women as sweet moans of pleasure escaped their lips and their bodies trembled in delight. As the girls wriggled beneath his touch, sighing at the pleasurable effects of the life washing through them, Seth watched as their skin slowly vanished beneath coats of fur, soft as velvet. He watched as spots appeared on the honey-colored fur, and continued to watch still as their ears grew to points and their noses flattened out, becoming wider. Above their top lips whiskers sprouted from evenly spaced follicles. Seth still clung to the young women as their groans of pleasure turned into purrs and they ceased their wriggling, regaining control of themselves. Seth stood back, admiring his work as gasps came from those nearby who had witnessed the creation of the pair of exotic beauties. Seth, however, was not prepared for what happened next.
While he gazed at them, the older of the girls stood up and began stripping off her clothes. A moment later the younger of the two began doing the same. If the girls had been commonly beautiful before, now they were absolutely ravishing and exotic as well. Their shapely bodies remained with all the perfect womanly curves of their humanity, and as they discarded their clothing Seth was if nothing else a bit embarrassed to discover that their bodies were not covered entirely with the short fur coat. In fact, starting at their necks and all the way down their breasts and abdomens to just below their navels, the flesh appeared remarkably unchanged. Their nipples remained pink and their flesh that of a pale milky quality. Seth too was shocked to find that, as the women turned to admire one another, each had grown a tail, which explained the need to shed their clothing. Impressed by the outcome, and now completely assured it would work with the wolves as well, Seth turned and strode back to the beginning of the line where Borrik and Jonas awaited him.
As he approached, Seth decided how his scheme could be pulled off with the least strain to himself. Seth then gave his men their orders, and before Sara could even return from wherever she had tethered the horses, he began altering his followers to create fierce warriors of them all.
Beginning with the first two men, Seth placed his hands upon their forearms, and reaching with his mind he dispatched the first wolf beyond the hill behind him. It was a short distance of maybe twenty yards, and the strain was barely noticeable at all as Seth drew the life force across the distance between himself and where the wolf had been. Then drawing the power into himself, he released it simultaneously in equal proportions into the two men before him. As the men began to change Seth released them, allowing Borrik and Jonas to grab the men under the arms and drag them away to complete their transformation, allowing yet another pair of people to take the front of the line. Thus the process continued, Seth altering two of his subjects at a time, both men and women, and as he had guessed, by keeping the proportion of two thirds man and one third wolf, he created with each transformation a creature of balanced perfection. These wolf soldiers were smaller than those he had altered incorporating orcs, remaining roughly their original size, but even so they would be ferocious fighters using feral instincts, claws and teeth to dispatch their foes. Two by two Seth repeated the procedure again and again, taking no time to rest between the repetitions. 
Sometime shortly after beginning, Sara had returned and sat herself upon the grass, deciding it best that she should watch from a short distance, remaining out of the way. Over an hour into the process and nearly half completed, Sara watched as two half-nude oddly-mutated but beautiful girls gracefully approached Seth and attempted to curl up at his feet rubbing their bare breasts upon his legs. Though Seth appeared not to notice, so lost in his work, Borrik and Jonas swiftly sent the girls scattering with a bark and a growl.
Over three hours and four hundred and sixty two transformations later, Seth stood with his muscles cramping and body trembling, looking out over the small army he had created. His clothes beneath his armor were drenched, and his eyes stung from the sweat that had poured into them over the last hours. He had pushed himself to his limit, and beyond, but even so he had remained in control of himself, clinging to consciousness but mentally exhausted. Seth began to feel better as soon as he finished. Borrik had brought a flask of ale, and Sara approached to lend her body for him to lean upon, and within moments he cooled down, began to relax and his muscles began to un-cramp and eventually the trembling faded as well. 
Seth beheld a sight unlike any other the world had ever seen before. Upon the grassy hills all around him the race of wolf men and women of his creation bounded and lunged, racing this way and that, learning the limitations of their new incredible bodies. Each and every one of Seth’s creations knew him to be their god and creator, and fortunately for Seth a hierarchy was already established simply by how the entire process had been performed. As Seth’s men had defeated the numerous alphas of all the packs they encountered, they thus became the alpha, and so each wolf they ruled, when split through Seth into two people, came again conscious to their bodies now in tune with their feral sides, and automatically aligned themselves with the alpha of Seth’s creation. No battle for dominance had ensued and Seth had incidentally created ranks among his troops by complete accident. Each of his original seven men had their own packs, making them his captains. The captains all served Borrik as their alpha, making him their general, and the leader of the entire united pack of wolf men and women. This realized, Seth formally announced Borrik as his second-in-command and Jonas as Sara’s personal bodyguard and third-in-command. 
Thus Seth stood upon a hilltop moments later looking over his small army of magnificent soldiers, admiring his work with Sara in her beautifully menacing armor, believing that with his troops there stood a chance of victory in the days to come. Reaching out and squeezing Sara’s hand, Seth gave Borrik the order to form up his troops and prepare for a long march. Watching as the multitude of wolf people responded instantly to an unspoken command, Seth felt he had finally done something right. Then following Sara’s lead, Seth and his personal angel went to retrieve their mounts, hand in hand, trailed closely by both Borrik and Jonas. Mounting the great beasts, they drove heels to flanks setting a break-neck pace for the newly created army.
 
Seth reined in his mount to slow down as he caught sight of the first massive plumes of smoke on the horizon. He and Sara had run their mounts hard all afternoon watching the mountain range ahead grow at a steady rate, trying to cover the distance as quickly as possible. Seth’s new army, smaller in stature than his previously created wolf men, were hard pressed to keep up the pace, though keep up they did. Seth witnessed from time to time the two young women he had joined with the great feline bounding over the hills parallel to his army with amazing grace and agility, and he knew he should like to create more like them one day. Seth looked to his side, gaining Borrik's attention, and shouted orders to his second-in-command. Almost instantly the army of beast men and women following his mount began to fan out across the ever steepening hills and ravines. He had fewer than five hundred troops at his disposal, including nearly two dozen wolves remaining, but he wanted to make as impressive an entrance as possible. He had seen looks of disbelief in the eyes of some who rode in the king's retinue, and he had noted Vladmere's scrutinizing sneer. Seth planned to have the last laugh. Shouting for Borrik to relay more orders as they grew nearer the main army, the darkened silhouetted forms of his troops faded in the dwindling light of evening as they fell back following the orders of their creator. 
Minutes later Seth and Sara rode into camp with Borrik and Jonas sprinting to either side. Locating the largest tent in camp, Seth slowed his mount to a trot as they approached unhindered. In front of the tent, gathered in a small circle stood the king and all of his advisors and councilors. Seth could not have planned it more perfectly.
Hearing the approach of the horses, all who stood huddled with the king raised their heads and turned to see who had come. Though many looked at Seth and his companions with mixed emotions, it was the king who finally spoke first.
"Well met, Lord Seth," the king greeted him. "Happy to see you have arrived unscathed." The king looked at Seth and his three companions and, assuming the worst, simply smiled compassionately.
"Yes, Lord Seth, glad to see you have arrived with your dogs. Will your troops be arriving anytime soon?" Vladmere spoke up from the crowd in an attempt to belittle the man already proven his better.
Seth could not help but grin as Borrik snarled in response to Vladmere’s comment, but taking his cue he answered the man.
"Indeed my troops are just behind me, and all have arrived unscathed as well," Seth said with a wicked grin. 
From the darkness beyond camp, as if on some unspoken command, a great chorus of howls exploded into the night drowning out all other sounds, then reaching a crescendo. As quickly as the sound came it vanished as hundreds of wolf men and women of varying size and color loped into camp, a vicious glint in their eyes, tongues lolling out the sides of their toothy grins. Wolves also roamed into camp among the men of Seth’s creation, and Seth was pleased to see the astonished looks upon all the faces of the king's many advisors. More pleasing, however, was watching the mocking grin fade from Vladmere’s face into a scowl of hatred. Catching movement out of the corner of his eye Seth decided to up the ante and give Vladmere one last thing to ponder.
"Just for you Vladmere, seeming you are so enthralled with my dogs...," Seth said, regurgitating the word, "I have also brought my cats." 
Taking their introduction the exotically beautiful feline sisters pounced in from beyond the corner of the tent landing just beside Seth. The two girls crouched showing off all their curves, then baring their teeth and claws the girls added to the jest by hissing at Vladmere, causing the man to retreat a step. To which many of those gathered, including the king, had a laugh at Vladmere's expense. Sara too could not help but giggle a little, though fortunately the sound was muffled by her helm.
"Well met indeed," the king said again, this time shaking his head in disbelief. "I dare not ask how you accomplished so much in so little time, a god among men indeed," the king joked. "However, these are dire times, Lord Seth. What are your numbers and their ability to fight?" The king’s tone became serious with his questioning of Seth’s appraisal of his troops.
Seth explained to the king that he commanded nearly five hundred of the hybrid troops, and though most were unskilled in battle and poorly armed, he assured the king that his men could rely on their feral instincts, fighting flawlessly together with ferocity unlike anything they had ever seen before. His troops had better vision even in darkness, they could hear and smell things other men would not be able to distinguish, and being part wolf they had higher endurance then common men, and were stronger too. The king took all of Seth’s estimations at face value, nodding his approval once again. Then the king asked Seth if his men were rested enough after such a long run to take posts immediately, and Seth assured him that indeed they were able and ready. Thus indulged, the king commanded Seth to have his troops set up a perimeter around the camp, and be the night-time guardians to their ill-rested human counterparts. Seth simply nodded to Borrik, who silently relayed the command, and all stood in awe as the hundreds of milling wolf men and women sprang into action instantaneously, and disappeared in all directions back into the night, their four-legged companions obeying the unspoken command as well.
After a small deliberation with the king and his advisors, Seth assured them no enemy would encroach the camp this night. Having had little sleep in weeks, all agreed to let the human soldiers relinquish their posts and get a good night’s rest. Their tent already erected for them, Seth and Sara wished all a restful night and retreated to moderate privacy, followed all the while by Borrik and Jonas. Seth told Borrik in no uncertain terms that he wished to be notified of any would-be attackers and the outcome of each battle, and also reminded Borrik he needed five more orcs to complete the transformation of his captains. Orders given, Seth and Sara entered their tent and, removing their stifling armor, curled up in one another's arms to try and get some sleep before the battle started in earnest. 
Seth had yet to see their enemy, though he had seen the hundreds of fires burning across the valley at the base of the mountains nearly half a mile away. Just as Seth and Sara began to tumble into darkness as sleep took them, Borrik, pulling back the tent flap, announced the first of nine skirmishes that would happen throughout the night. The fourth such skirmish resulted in the live capture of the five orcs that Seth required, and true to his word Seth rose immediately to not only complete the transformation of his captains, but also to alter the orcs' armor into that of the hideously beautiful armor of his men and equip his remaining captains appropriately. As Seth had promised, the humans slept unhindered throughout the night, his own troops defending them flawlessly. The wolf troops killed to a man all would-be attackers, minus one goblin they maimed but allowed to return back to its master, where it undoubtedly reported the humans' new allies. Countless hideous monsters, not of this world, that fought like mad berserkers tearing apart his comrades with razor sharp teeth and claws before disappearing again into the darkness like wraiths.
Seth did manage to get a few hours’ sleep in the predawn hours of the night, and when he rose again in the morning, was surprised to find the young women he had combined with the great feline curled up at the foot of his bed, sleeping with their bodies entwined, purring softly. It was both erotic and adorable, but Seth thinking it unacceptable to stare, turned away from the pair, and roused Sara just as the thrumming of war drums sounded from across the valley. From outside a great howling arose followed shortly by the blaring trumpets of war horns and the camp exploded into a mass of movement and organized chaos.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 11
Triumph from Loss and Loss from Triumph
 
 
Seth and Sara raced to don their armor, helping each other as they dressed. Borrik, tugging the tent flap aside, poked his head in but realizing his master was well aware of what was amiss, released the flap and continued to stand guard outside, awaiting orders. Finally fully dressed, Seth strapped on his sword, leaving his staff behind in the tent. Sara lashed a quiver around her waist and drew her crossbow, slinging the weapon over her shoulder before rushing out of the tent on Seth’s heels. Seth paused to glean what information he could from Borrik, and was summarily told that his troops remained all around the camp as were their last orders from the night before. Seth, thinking on his feet, told Borrik to recall their troops and have them meet him. Seth then strode off with Sara leaving Borrik and Jonas to follow, heading for the crest of the hill to peer across the valley below. Seth was forced to circumvent regiments of men who were forming up before marching off to take their positions on the battle lines, as well as dodge past hurrying soldiers and messengers running this way and that. 
Nearing the top of the hill Seth saw all the men from the night before speaking hurriedly, gathered around the king, making hasty plans for the battle. To the right of the king and his council were gathered the Knights of Valdadore, and Seth noted his brother among them, thinking it odd that his brother was hardly dressed for the occasion since he was wearing nothing but trousers with a large sword strapped to his back. Shaking his head at his seemingly confused twin, with Sara at his side Seth approached the king and the members of his war council. Many nodded to Seth in respect, and coming among them he caught the tail end of the meeting as those gathered dispersed to relay their orders. Standing now alone with the king and Sara, Seth looked down into the valley below and the roiling black mass of bodies that was their enemy, slowly but steadily approaching. Looking to the crest of the valley where the kingdom’s troops gathered Seth was sorely disheartened. Though he had been told before that they were outnumbered at least four to one by the immense invading army, Seth had to see it with his own eyes to truly understand their predicament, and apparently his fear showed plainly upon his face.
"Lord Seth, on behalf of the men I would like to thank you for a good night's rest. Your troops performed perfectly, just as you had promised," King Valdadore said. "As I promised you, today it seems the kingdom is both in need of your services and that of your men, though you being more acquainted with their abilities shall remain in immediate control of them. I would ask that you place them in reserve positions to strengthen the line should our men begin to fail, as your troops have not yet rested."
Seth nodded his agreement while looking over the advancing hoard, hope of victory escaping him. The enemy neared the center of the valley and at a quarter mile away Seth could feel the ground rumble with their movement. The enemy commanded at least forty thousand troops; his own king commanded ten thousand and Seth could only add to that near five hundred more. The kingdom of Valdadore needed a miracle.
"So what is our plan?" Seth asked, knowing that any plan would be in vain at this point.
"I have a few tricks up my sleeve, Seth, this isn’t my first campaign. The basic plan is this. The main army is to hold its line to stop the enemies’ approach. Myself and my knights will be our offense, along with Vladmere’s battle mages, and you, as I promised, will be given the leisure to fight as you see fit, and command your men to help as you deem them capable. Those are the fundamentals," the king said with a sly smile.
"I hope those are some amazing tricks you have in your sleeves," Seth smiled. His jest was more or less to hide his own uncertainty, but Seth did realize that this was not the king's first battle, nor his first encounter with this very enemy. But Seth could not help but wonder if the king had ever faced such dire odds.
Turning to relay his orders to Borrik, Seth caught his brother's eye and they shared a solemn nod of understanding. Turning his eyes from Garret, Seth was astonished to find all of his wolf men only yards away, formed up into four ranks awaiting his orders, his captains standing at attention at their head. Borrik posed ahead of the troops by several paces awaiting his master. 
"You came to me seeking a means to vengeance," Seth shouted to his troops. "But today I offer you more. Today as you bring justice to those who have wronged you and your loved ones, by dealing death you gain glory and honor. We are asked by our king to take a reserve position as a means to hold the defensive line if it falters. I’ve seen the enemy as I am sure you have, and I tell you without our help the line will fail. Today you must be ferocious, show no leniency, mercy or quarter, for you will be given none. Fight together and communicate well, use your instincts and let them guide you. Today you write the first page of a history of a new race upon the world. Write it well, for if we waver it will be the only page to ever be written about you," Seth concluded.
His men erupted into a mixture of cheers and howls, and Seth strode to the head of his small army. He led them down the hill to the center of the defensive lines, and taking their place immediately behind the main front, Seth was happy to discover he had a clear line of sight from this slightly higher elevation. The king it appeared already used a wise strategy. By holding his men here above the base of the hill, they commanded the higher ground, giving both archers and mages an unimpeded view of the enemy over the heads of their own defensive line. If the line was forced to fall back, the attackers would have to fight an uphill battle the entire way. 
Seth watched as the enemy approached, and he also watched as the Knights of Valdadore spread themselves throughout the defensive line in preparation for the battle. Seth knew his men would be needed; he only wondered how long before he would be forced to order them into battle. Red-robed mages flowed down the hill by the dozens, falling in behind the defensive line, taking positions among the archers. The enemy lines grew nearer, and only a few hundred yards out Seth could distinguish between orc and goblin and other races of men as well. Asking Borrik’s assurance, Seth pointed out two such races among the enemy and Borrik labeled them as ogres and trolls. The ogres it appeared were sluggish creatures, but made up for their slow speed with immense strength. The trolls were tall, thick-limbed creatures standing more than a head over the orcs. They had tough, wrinkly, leathery hides that almost reminded Seth of tree bark, except for the sickly blue hue.
On and on the enemy came, its war drums thrumming louder and louder and the ground responded by trembling more and more beneath the feet of the immense army. Coming within two hundred yards, the enemy it seemed was near enough. A command was shouted upon the crest of the hill where tents were torn down, uncovering massive steel ballista, which were summarily loaded and loosed upon the enemy. Each bolt from these ballista was as big around as Seth’s wrist, and longer than his body was tall. These were massive machines, and Seth was surprised that not even he had seen through their disguise. Dozens of ballista began to fire, resounding through the valley with a thwonk, thwonk, thwonk. Giant bolts sailed through the air each carving a path several men deep within the enemy’s lines. Each time one of the huge bolts struck home, screams would issue from the enemy horde, but where their comrades fell, the enemy continued ahead trampling their dead or dying comrades.
Another hundred yards closed between the opposing armies and Valdadore’s archers began to loose volley after volley of arrows into the sky, bringing them raining down upon their enemy as hundreds more fell. But hundreds was merely a scratch upon this horde and they continued to trample their dead and move forward. As they closed in further, the drumming ceased and the black-armored horde charged the defending army screaming in their vile languages chants and war cries that drowned out all sound.
Seth stood paralyzed for a moment as he watched some of the Knights of Valdadore shimmer and explode to immense size as they charged into the oncoming horde. Mages from both armies issued fireballs into the ranks of their opponents as cries of horror and dismay rang from both sides. Seth could not believe the horror as the first clangs of metal meeting metal arose as the blackened horde attempted to hack its way through the defensive line. Unable to watch as his fellow humans fell, Seth took a deep breath and focused himself.
Reaching out with tendrils of power Seth drained the five nearest enemies he could locate, and feeling the power surge into him, he unleashed it all in a single attack. Wicked yellow-green lightning exploded from Seth’s fingertips over the heads of Valdadore’s defenders into the nearest ranks of the black army, exploding bodies in a singed rain of blood and flesh as more than a dozen men were obliterated. Seth again reached out and drained more enemies and again unleashed lightning upon his foes, destroying another wave of attackers. As he repeated the process of draining yet a third mass of enemies for his power he realized his mistake.
Using lightning as his method to kill created a dazzling display, and though it lent courage to the hearts of those men nearby holding the line, it too made Seth an easily visible target to the enemy. As Seth drained the third wave of attackers, balls of fire lanced towards him at incredible speed. Hardly having time to react, Seth raised his hands as the first struck home, and although absorbing the power from the blast just in time, Seth was barely able to recover before the next one struck. Again and again the fireballs came from seemingly all directions. The blasts crashed into him over and over, sometimes two or three at a go, and on each occasion Seth scarcely had time to react and recover before the next blast struck. Seth was brimming with power as he absorbed blast after blast of magical fire, yet try as he might he could not locate the enemies’ mages among the masses of dark-armored creatures. The enemy was intelligent. Whereas the mages of Valdadore were all easily distinguishable upon the hill in their red robes, the enemy disguised its mages among the thousands of troops, but if Seth could buy himself some time to focus he had another means of locating the fireball throwing pests.
Still rocked by blast after blast and filled with energy almost to breaking point, Seth found an opportunity and unleashed a great torrent of fire from his palms into the black ranks of enemy troops, decimating dozens of them. Recovering quickly Seth absorbed the next two fireballs, and remembering a lesson he learned from the grizzled old mage just days ago, Seth again unleashed his power, bewildering the many mages that had him targeted for death. Where Seth had once stood, now stood a dozen identically-armored men who rapidly spread out along the hillside standing clear of the other archers and mages defending the hill. Seth had bought himself the moments he needed. Careful to remain focused to keep his illusion selves in place, Seth reached out, seeking only the brightest auras among the attacking horde. These would be the blessed among the attackers, those infused with the power of the gods they worshipped. Locating three of the nearest Seth tore through one’s life force, severing it from the god it served, and ripping it from the goblin whom it sustained. Recoiling his tendrils Seth exulted in his small victory as the power rushed through him. Already having a lock on two more mages, Seth dropped his replicas and unleashed fireballs of his own, incinerating them before they could retaliate. 
His closest threats destroyed, Seth surveyed the carnage around him. Giant armored men from both armies battled upon the field as the Knights of Valdadore clashed with equally blessed opponents. Thus far the defensive line held, but was thinning in many places. Blood and gore covered the ground everywhere and the smell of burnt flesh hung heavy in the air. Fireballs lanced in both directions as ballista bolts rang overhead into the attacking army. Valdadore’s archers continued to fire volley after volley though their numbers had been greatly depleted by magical fire. Seth watched as the line struggled to hold just ahead of him, the enemy trying to reach him and eliminate him as a threat. 
Turning to Borrik, Seth gave the command and within an instant his troops sprang forward, bounding and leaping over their human comrades into the fray, teeth gnashing and claws raking at the enemy as the line surged once more forward. Borrik and Jonas remained to protect Seth and Sara if the need arose, standing like statues to either side of their master, whilst Sara crouched behind lending her small crossbow bolts to the rain of arrows upon the enemy. Seth watched as one of the massive Knights of Valdadore took a blow from a massive orc who crushed his own comrades beneath his hulking feet. Seth launched a fireball into the giant orc’s face seeing the kingdom’s knight at a disadvantage, and reaching out with his mind he severed the orc's umbilical to the god he served. Seth saw as the orc shimmered, once again becoming average size, and could not help but smile as the Valdadorian Knight, raising his massive leg, crushed the orc beneath his boot. Seth finally realized how he could turn the tide of this battle.
 



*****
 
King Valdadore watched as someone interceded on his behalf and a great ball of sickly-looking fire smashed into the grotesque face of his adversary. He knew that fire, and knew of only one mage who commanded it. Knowing Seth was watching his back somehow made the king feel better and, as if to add insult to injury, the orc appeared to lose focus and returned to his unblessed form. His shoulder ruined, the king realized that Judilanthaliz must have fallen victim to a prior injury, and wanting to return to the fight as quickly as possible, King Valdadore crushed his foe’s head beneath his boot with a grin, and turned to stride to the healers’ tent, clearing a path through the dark army, to have his shoulder mended.
 



*****
 
Seth looked down upon the field of battle and was able to spot several fights waging between champions on both sides. One by one Seth reached out and tilted the scales to favor his side, and one by one the enemy’s champions fell, though Seth began to feel the strain from reaching out too far with his abilities as his limbs began to tremble and sweat started to bead on his forehead. Deciding to focus his power locally, Seth took a moment to regard the progress of his own troops. 
Just a few dozen yards ahead of him, Seth watched as the human counterpart of the army shifted to make way for his wolf soldiers. This simple movement gave great advantage to the defending line of troops, for as the humans shifted to either side, they lent strength to the rest of the line, working as reinforcements themselves. Also this made room for Seth’s small army to fill the gap, giving them easy access to the enemy. His wolf men and women had wanted vengeance, and though it was a gruesome sight, Seth could not help but be impressed by the effectiveness of his creations. Each of his beasts fought like a raging berserker, lunging, biting, clawing, tearing and mauling the enemy, and though the scene appeared to be utter pandemonium, Seth could see the proof of calculated precision in his troop’s attacks. As one of his wolf troops would lunge upon an attacker to bring him down, from the masses several more wolf men and women would spring atop the beast and rend it limb from limb within seconds. As the enemy was dispatched, the troops would fade back into the snarling mass to seek out the next target. So ferocious were his troops they had actually managed to surge forward into the attacking horde. The wicked enemies fell back, unwilling to plunge into the hairy beasts. 
Seth surveyed the length of his kingdom's defensive line once more. It held but was thinning and falling back in several locations. He watched as Knights of Valdadore continued to wade through the enemy, carving paths of destruction, and as the decreasing numbers of mages from both sides threw fireballs back and forth, and the remnants of Valdadore’s archers continued to fire into the enemy mass. Thousands on both sides lay dead or dying, and Seth saw those with lesser injuries dragging those mortally wounded back from the battle to be tended by the healers. Trying to estimate the damage to both sides, Seth assessed that Valdadore had already lost a quarter of its troops, and the remainder was beginning to tire. The enemy had much higher losses, but even so still vastly outnumbered the defenders. Seth knew if the battle did not change drastically and soon, all would be lost. As he scanned the enemy horde a last time before renewing his attacks, he saw a drastic change coming.
The goblin raced from the back to the enemy horde blasting short notes on a small horn carved from bone. In his other hand he carried a torch. As the small green beast blew his horn, the ranks of the enemy opened for him to allow him a clear path. Seth assumed the goblin a messenger of some sort and thought to dispatch the goblin before it could relay its orders, but curiosity stayed him. Thinking it better to wait until the goblin was passing along its orders to a leader of some sort, so that Seth could slay both the messenger and whomever he reported to. Seth watched the small, green, lanky beast as it got closer, headed straight into the front lines of his own wolf troops. But before his troops were able to bring the goblin down, reaching over his shoulder the goblin thrust the torch into a pack strapped to his back and without warning a giant explosion ensued. Flames and body parts erupted from where the goblin had been as a concussive shockwave leveled troops from both armies. At their center a crater had formed in the ground, ringed by over a hundred dead from both forces. The kamikaze goblin had single handedly slaughtered nearly a tenth of Seth’s troops in a single blow, and although devastating, the loss was overshadowed by another realization.
Seth watched as the goblin exploded in a wave of fire and shrapnel, and though he saw the deaths of so many of his men, it was what he felt that overtook him. Something inside Seth snapped. It wasn’t something emotional, or mental or even physical, but somehow it encompassed all three. As his men’s lives were extinguished Seth felt awash with great power as some force surged into him, unbinding his subconscious self, tearing asunder his previously limited conscious mind and joining with his own being. It mended him anew, lending to him power like he had never felt before. This power was not like that he had siphoned from his enemies that he could shape and twist and lock away for later use. This new power was something more. Seth felt invigorated, limitless, unbound by physical restraint. For the first time in his life Seth was awash with confidence as if his very will was enough to end this battle. 
But as quickly as the feeling came, its effects began to diminish. It wasn’t the same seductive power he had felt before that brought pleasure to him physically, but something more. As the overwhelming effects of the power began to fade, Seth knew that he had indeed somehow changed. Just standing upon the hill, Seth could feel his own inner aura as it pulsed with increased power. So strong it was that Seth half expected he could hear it pulsing were he in a quieter place, but that was not all that had changed. Seth could feel that his mind had altered as well, as if a type of barrier had been removed, or doors unlocked into his subconscious mind. As if to prove it, as the last initial effects of the new power finally faded, Seth realized that he had a much keener sense of those auras around him, as if now, instead of whispering to his subconscious, they screamed. Reaching out experimentally, Seth discovered he could quickly and readily grasp at those so far from him he would not have even attempted it before for fear of losing consciousness. Now it seemed an easy task, and that was when the realization took him.
Seth had created his wolf men, and through their feral understanding of the world they had worshipped him in their own way as their creator, their deity. Now many of them had perished, and with their deaths, their sparks of life given by the gods had returned to him, not to Ishanya. The implications were astronomical. Seth had just gained nearly fifty of his men’s life forces, and as such would live fifty times longer than an average man. His abilities had expanded exponentially, to what extent he was still unsure, but he knew he was now more powerful. As much as he wished to ponder the change, to seek inside himself to find whatever other evidence of alteration he could, now he had no time to do so.
 



*****
 
Garret watched as the opposing army marched to meet him. He gazed unblinking at the approaching horde, waiting for the absolute last moment. As the enemy neared the first of the king’s surprises was unleashed as giant steel ballista bolts were loosed into the enemy ranks. Nearer and nearer the enemy marched and, coming within range, the call went out and thousands of arrows began to rain down upon the evil masses. Then the monstrous army charged in a mass of flesh and blackened armor, and praying to Gorandor, Garret unveiled a little surprise of his own.
With a thunderous boom Garret exploded in size, his bare flesh turning silver and becoming hard as steel. Pulling his massive sword from the scabbard strapped to his back, Garret yelled a deep resounding battle cry as he charged into the wall of puny opponents. Slashing and hacking with his immense blade, Garret chuckled as he slaughtered half a dozen foes with each swing of his great sword. Guts and blood seemed to rain around him, coating his body within moments with a slick, oozing spray of coagulating gore. Garret felt unstoppable with the power of Gorandor coursing through him, and the pleasure it brought did not excite him in the way it did other men. To him it was quite like being tickled as a child, and though he fought it, he could not help but chuckle all the while as he waded through his enemies, laying waste to them by the score. Garret had begun to believe that he was unstoppable when the first fireball hit him in the ribs. 
To any normal man the blow would have incinerated him instantly. Even those in armor would have burned inside their metal shell, but Garret's flesh was like that of steel in his blessed form, and though he was not burnt, the blast hurt like hell. Even metal was susceptible to heat, and though outwardly he showed no signs of damage, he felt as if his insides had been slightly cooked by the blast, and it irritated him no end. Turning in the direction of the fireball, Garret began carving himself a new path through his foes. Within a few moments another fireball was unleashed towards him, giving Garret the bearings he needed. He waded through a regiment of orcs and trolls, casually slaying those who dared stay in range as he surged towards his target. Locating the goblin in the horde had proven easy enough, and wanting to make an example out of him, instead of slicing the pathetic green beast in two, Garret kicked the tiny mage with all his might expecting to send the beast flying well overhead of its peers. However, such was the force of the blow that the small creature more or less crumpled with the impact, squishing and tearing and sticking to his foot, like a mosquito being swatted, and left gore hanging between Garret's toes. Lesson learned, by both of them Garret presumed, he continued carving a path this way and that, occasionally harassed by a fireball-throwing mage of one race or another, whom he quickly dispatched before again resuming his macabre masterpiece.
For over an hour Garret waded through the invading army unimpeded, wreaking havoc as he went to and fro, raining gore in all directions. It wasn’t until he had stomped far into the black mass when the enemy gave him a surprise of its own. As Garret hacked and slashed through a regiment of goblins, three oversized trolls came rushing through their comrades. Normal trolls were larger than a man by a third in most cases, but these three were near Garret's equal, having doubled in size themselves. Garret watched the trio come, absently slaying those around him, sizing up his opponents. The trolls were identical to their smaller counterparts with a thick, blue, leathery hide that resembled a wrinkly part of his own anatomy. They had very blocky features, all solid muscles with thick arms that ended in thick hands and thick legs that ended in thick feet. Unlike orcs, they didn’t have massive, sharp teeth or claws, just a lot of bulk. These three brandished giant hammers in their hands, and wrapped over their shoulder and around their chest and back, each carried a large length of chain. Garret too noticed that around their waists, massive spikes hung in a row. Garret was thankful for his steel skin.
The trolls closed the distance as Garret made a sport of spraying them with gore from those he slaughtered, which seemed to anger them quite nicely. The first troll rushed him head on, thinking to pound Garret with his great hammer. Garret, seeing a mistake in the troll's logic, stepped into the blow, letting the hammer’s head careen over his shoulder where the wooden handle, with a loud splintering sound, shattered upon his collarbone. Disarmed, the troll growled and tackled Garret, but having grown up wrestling with his twin, Garret used the beast's momentum against itself and sent it rolling across the slick path of gore where it toppled over, crushing a handful of goblins beneath it. Turning to face the other two trolls, Garret found himself outwitted.
As Garret turned, the two remaining giant trolls rushed past him to either side, holding between them one of the massive chains. Caught off guard, Garret attempted to duck the chain, but unable to react in time, the massive links caught under his chin, craning his head back and pulling him over backwards to land with a crunch among the mass of carnage beneath his feet. He lost his sword in the fall. Garret struggled to regain his feet as the trolls kicked and battered him, but finding no purchase on the slippery ground, again and again the trolls battered him down. Garret struggled on in vain for moments, until at last, feigning an attempt to rise again, Garret kicked the legs out from one of the trolls. Rolling upon the beast, he used its body as leverage to get to his feet once again, as the other troll rushed in to tackle him. As it neared, for no reason apparent to Garret, with a pop and a shimmer all three trolls shrank back to their normal size. Seizing his advantage, Garret stooped to regain his blade and summarily cleaved all three opponents in two, spilling their entrails and black blood onto the ground in steaming piles. Crisis averted, Garret resumed his course through the blackened mass of the grotesque army, cleaving and chuckling as he went.
Garret had slaughtered an entire regiment of orcs when, hearing several horn blasts, he watched as a single goblin cleared a path through the midst of its peers, sprinting with a torch in hand and a trail of smoke behind him. Curious Garret watched the goblin head directly into his brother's pack of beast soldiers. Assured the little green guy would make a tasty meal to one of Seth’s troops, Garret began swinging his mighty blade again just as an explosion shook the ground. His skin, like metal, carried the reverberations into his skull where his ears began ringing annoyingly. Looking to see what was amiss as shouts arose, Garret discovered the damage the little devil had achieved. And worse, looking to the rear of the enemies’ troops, he could see dozens more similarly-laden goblins tooting their horns as they too began to sprint through the lines that opened like hallways before them. Knowing the soldiers on the defensive line would not withstand such an assault, Garret raced towards the nearest torch-bearing goblin when suddenly the slimy beast vanished into a pile of ash and exploded among his own troops. This explosion came followed by a rapid succession of several more, each causing his ears to ring louder and louder. Oh how Garret hated goblins.
 



*****
 
Gaining control of his mind after a moment, Seth forced himself to focus on the world around him, effectively extracting himself from his subconscious. Looking ahead at the devastation the goblin had left angered Seth to the core, but he had no time to dwell on it at present. Seeing the great effect their single goblin sapper had achieved, the enemy had unleashed countless more to devastate the already weakening defensive line of Valdadore. Although the king’s knights and mages both targeted near a hundred of the sprinting beasts bearing torches and horns, Seth saw they were overwhelmed. Unsure of his current abilities Seth reached out with his mind, picking those racing goblins who drew nearest the defenders, and was amazed at how quickly he was able to find and isolate them. Grasping the nearest twenty beasts, Seth ripped their lives away leaving naught but ash and armor in their wake. As an added bonus, as several of them seemingly vanished, their torches fell to the ground, igniting their fallen packs, and explosions sounded from more than a dozen locations killing over a thousand enemy troops. Feeling the power of twenty goblins surge into him, Seth was relieved to find that such an immense amount of power was now easily manipulated, where only an hour ago it would have been unbearable. Taking the raging torrent of power within him and bending it to his will, Seth unleashed it in a horizontal column of green-yellow flame over the heads of his wolf men. So powerful was the blast, his own troops were forced to cower low to the ground beneath the torrent of flame, their fur singeing in the heat. The column of fire exploded into and through the front lines of the black horde, over ten yards wide. It laid a path of smoldering destruction where once stood over four hundred enemy troops. Again Seth reached out, and pushing his abilities he grasped all the remaining torch-bearing goblins, numbering more than fifty and extinguished their lives. The force of the dozens of explosions ripping through the black horde was nothing in comparison to the power that ripped through Seth in those same moments. 
As the life power of more than fifty goblins poured like a tidal wave into Seth, he was overtaken like never before with absolute ecstasy. Every nerve ending in his body succumbed to the pleasure instantaneously, causing a shiver to run down his spine over and over again, looking to others like a seizure. Seth, fighting to control the power as his body was wracked by pleasure, fought to contain it for many moments as his body recovered from unnatural bliss. Having regained himself, Seth began to stride forward towards his men's portion of Valdadore’s defensive line. As he approached, his men made way for him to come. Realizing that Borrik and Jonas strode with him, thinking to protect him, Seth motioned for them to stay as he continued ahead. Reaching the front of his men’s line, where moments before he had blazed a trail of fire through his enemies, Seth strode into the charred wasteland as orcs and goblins, trolls and ogres alike all rushed to fill the hole in their midst. 
Unleashing metered amounts of his power, Seth blasted those who got in his way with pure waves of invisible energy, sending dozens of bodies careening through the air to land dozens of yards away atop their fellows. As Seth waded into the ocean of enemies, many made way for fear of him and those who did not got a quick lesson in flying. One such troll even attempted to charge Seth. However, the troll simply vanished into a wisp of ash, causing his peers to retreat further from the approaching human. As Seth passed the black mass filled in behind him, making it appear from a distance as if a bubble was rising up through the black army. Though battle still raged all along the defensive line of the humans, and King Valdadore’s knights still plowed among the enemy destroying them en masse, and fireballs continued to erupt from both sides and arrows rained down like droplets of death from the heavens, here in the middle of the vast black army Seth found himself surprisingly cut off from the sounds of the conflict. Reaching his destination Seth stopped and turned to survey the defensive line from this angle and found, much to his dismay, he was not alone. 
Surrounded on all sides by tens of thousands of enemy troops, forgoing any type of protection but his magic alone, Seth had stridden into the black horde with the intent of ending the battle singlehandedly. But turning around, Seth could not help but grin behind the ferocious mask that was his helm at Sara, who apparently had not gotten the message. The woman was crazy, it was true, but it was her love of Seth that made her so. Without any regard for her own life, the small woman he loved had come with him the entire way, with naught but her small crossbow to protect her. Though in her armor she looked opposing, and the enemy knew not if she was Seth’s equal, none had moved to engage her. As if to protect him, Sara strode directly to Seth, and turning as she passed, pressed her back into his as if they would fight the entire invading army together, back to back.
Seth focused the energy inside him, twisting it and bending it to his will. A power unlike anything else he had ever unleashed struggled inside him and Seth lent it to his purpose. Taking a deep breath to collect himself, Seth unleashed a magic like none the world had ever seen, his own version of a goblin sapper.
A ball of churning smoke and lightning erupted from Seth encompassing both himself and Sara at its core where it held for a moment crackling and hissing, and then Seth let loose the torrent building within him. An explosion of green and yellow electric fire lanced out from the sphere in all directions led by a concussive wall of air so strong that even the biggest trolls fell before its force, rolling and somersaulting across the ground as the electric fire chased the blast. It was like nothing anyone had ever witnessed as the unnatural fire appeared to jump like lightning from one burning creature’s armor to the next in an ever spreading wave, instantly combusting each body it touched. As the power raced freely away from Seth, it spread in all directions, flashing and flickering in a widening circle of destruction leaving no surface untouched. As the power extended it became less potent, leaving burning bodies where before nothing but charred bits and pieces would have been, and spreading further still it barely boiled the flesh of those it touched. Before the power had spread far enough to reach his own kingdom's lines it had faded away to nothing, though even at that distance men covered their ears from the initial blast.
Seth had succeeded in his attack, effectively leveling over half of the remaining hoard, over fifteen thousand dead with one blow. But the sudden release of power had two devastating effects on his body. The first was renewed pleasure that again left him stricken in an almost seizure-like state. The second was a sudden dizziness that caused him to falter and lose his feet. Landing heavily upon his knees in his armor sent a wave of pain through him, somehow increasing the lightheadedness to a nauseating level.
 



*****
 
Garret, ears ringing unbelievably, silently congratulated his brother, knowing well only Seth could turn a living, breathing being to ash with a thought. The chaos that ensued among the enemy ranks as dozens of the goblins’ payloads exploded killing hundreds upon hundreds, and as Seth torched countless more, was a sight to behold. Garret swung his sword haphazardly, casually slaughtering whatever got in his way as he watched the rearmost lines of the enemy army attempt to push forward to fill in the holes created by Seth’s mass destruction. However, it appeared that the troops in the front lines of the black horde felt no need to get any closer to Seth. Still the battle raged down the line to either side, and Garret watched as Zorbin the dwarf sent enemies flying with his great hammer as he raced along the ranks of enemies atop his immense wolf Xanth. King Valdadore was just returning from the healer's tent. Looking around at the mutilated bodies and gore strewn about the battlefield, Garret watched as his brother strode into the black army with Sara at his back, flinging any enemy who stood in his way through the air with naught but a gesture. At this point Garret no longer bothered swinging his massive sword as, filled with both curiosity and fear, he stood transfixed, watching his brother and Sara as they neared the center of the black horde. Garret was not prepared for what his brother unleashed next.
One moment Seth and Sara stood, an island in a black sea of enemy troops, and the next there was a great ball of flickering light that danced in the center of the clearing where they had been. Then without warning the flickering light exploded outward in all directions, seeming to bounce from one set of armor to another like fingers of fire, grasping and charring everything in its path as an ever widening path of destruction spread like wildfire amongst the enemy ranks. Seeing the speed of the flaming light tendrils, Garret began to step back several paces when the shockwave from the blast hit him, causing him to stumble back further. Creatures raced to get out from underfoot. Fortunately for Garret, his ears were already ringing so badly that this latest blast caused no lasting ill effects on him. The black army was another story.
An enormous blackened circle lay at the middle of the enemy horde encompassing more than half its total size. For hundreds of yards in all directions around Seth nothing moved except for lazy tendrils of smoke upon a slight breeze. Piles of charred flesh and armor lay strewn about like so many pebbles upon a beach. The scent was unbelievable and putrid, and though he was able to control himself, thousands upon the battlefield retched, overwhelmed by the noxious fumes. Pinching his nose, Garret watched the thousands of troops surrounding where his brother stood, none daring to move against the magician. 
 



*****
 
Seth felt Sara coming to help him, but was forced to keep his eyes closed for the moment, the sunlight lending potency to his current nausea. Knowing he had cleared out all of his enemies for hundreds of yards in all directions, Seth felt assured he had time to recover. He settled himself to a more comfortable position, taking slow deep breaths and waited for the nausea to recede. Sara knelt down beside him at this point, and unaware of what ailed him, she stripped his helm off, all the while watching in all directions, assuring herself of their relative safety. Carcasses smoldered everywhere, and the stench and smoke made their helms stifling. After removing Seth’s, Sara too removed her own helm to better appraise his ailment. Seth did indeed recover faster without his helm, and a light breeze through the valley cooled his face and lessened his queasiness. After a few tense moments Sara helped Seth stand, and though he still felt a bit unsteady on his feet, he looked around to gather his bearings just as the deep rumble of a massive war horn split the air, and answering it with wicked war cries, black armored beasts from three directions charged across the still smoldering bodies of their peers to strike him down. Seth also dimly noted two massive, gleaming bodies surging towards him from his own lines as well as hundreds of leaping and bounding fur-covered bodies, but he knew instantly that they would not arrive in time to save him. 
Taking another deep breath to steady himself as the masses of black-armored bodies closed the distance between them, Seth reached out to those closest, hoping he might turn the rest away if they believed him recovered. He stripped the life of near thirty beasts of varying races, but something peculiar happened at the last moment. All within a fraction of a second, as Seth stripped the life from those he had singled out, one of them vanished, and still linked to its life force Seth felt it reappear an incredible distance away, out of range of even his recently increased power. As the power of those he expelled to ash rushed into his body invigorating his senses anew, Seth turned his gaze to where the aura had been before vanishing, and dodged to the side, no time to prepare any other defense. The would-be assassin's arrow, just missing his throat and glancing off one of the spikes protruding from the shoulder upon his armor, sailed past Seth leaving him unharmed but the attack had not been fruitless. 
 
Sara gasped as the unseen missile from seemingly nowhere sliced effortlessly through her flesh just above the neckline of her armor. Reaching up her hand instinctively, Sara clutched at the wound that seemed but a scratch, and managed a smile as Seth turned with panic written clearly upon his face. He managed a smile in return that quickly faded as Sara felt her fingers become wet with warm blood pulsing out from her neck in sickening quantities. Feeling suddenly faint, Sara began to collapse. Seth grabbed her and lowered her to the ground, placing his own hand above hers, trying to staunch the flow.
 
Seth was lost to the world in that moment as Sara smiled at him, her amber eyes swallowing him whole, her life’s blood gushing from the wound at her neck. Lowering Sara to the ground Seth attempted to put pressure on the wound, but the blood found purchase between and around both his and Sara’s hands, running down her neck and into her hair before beginning to puddle on the ground. Seth’s soul seemed to tear as he watched the color fade from Sara’s cheeks and heard her whisper her undying love for him. Seth could not bear to let Sara go like this. If only she had stayed behind with Borrik as he had intended, or perhaps if he himself had stayed upon the hill fighting from behind the defensive lines of Valdadore’s troops this would not have happened. Though consciously Seth was lost to the world around him, his subconscious felt those charging in from all directions and he also felt the power within him seeking release. Seth could think of nothing else but Sara, and before the recognition faded from her eyes, Seth made her one last promise.
"I'll save you, just hang on," Seth cried. With no regard to himself or those he targeted, not even knowing if it was among his abilities, Seth reached out. Pulling energy into himself from all those coming at him from all directions, he focused it and released it simultaneously with an ear-shattering, earth-rending, tearing sound. A great flash of blinding light erupted, and those around him, both friend and foe, disintegrated into ash as a great blast of air rushed inward towards where Seth had been kneeling over the devoted woman he had married only the day before.
 



*****
 
Garret swelled with pride for his brother, knowing his twin had single-handedly turned the tide of the battle and, for the first time, many of Valdadore’s defenders thought victory was possible. Garret, wanting to play his part as well as Seth had, turned to resume his butchering when he saw Seth stumble. Freezing again in his tracks, Garret watched the ensuing seconds as Sara peeled off Seth’s helm and then her own, and even from this great distance Garret could see his brother shaking uncontrollably as the deep rumble of a massive war horn split the air. As if they were all of a single mind the black army heaved inward, screaming their guttural war cries, racing to slay the powerful magician at their core. But the black army was not the only ones to respond. Garret realized he was too far away to help his brother but even so began racing full tilt across the battlefield, trampling all who stood in his way, watching the scene unfold before him. 
Seth’s troops began barking and howling with rage as they lunged and bounded towards their master, and though unbelievably fast for their size, the beasts could not keep pace with the giant forms of the King and Sirus who raced ahead of the howling throng to protect Garret's twin. None had expected the mage to recover, and Garret watched as his brother regained his feet. Those attackers closest to him vanished, crumbling to piles of ash as their brethren trampled over their discarded armor and weapons. Garret swelled with hope, knowing Seth had bought himself valuable time, and redoubled his speed hoping to arrive in time. But even as Garret began to hope, his hope was dashed within an instant. Garret bounded over and through wave after wave of enemy troops, all the while watching his brother and those wishing to slay him. As the nearest turned to ash, Seth spun to face towards Garret's direction, and even from this distance Garret could see the panic on his brother's face. He watched in horror as Sara clutched her neck and collapsed and as Seth rushed to slow her fall. Then Garret lost sight of his brother, his view was obscured by the many enemies that were nearly atop Seth and Sara. Garret pumped his giant metal legs as fast as he could, now seeing as King Valdadore beginning to swing his massive sword to clear his way to Seth. Getting closer, Garret thought he might have a chance to save his twin, when the unthinkable happened.
 



*****
 
Borrik stared in horror as the black horde closed in on his master, and all of his wolven brethren and several Knights of Valdadore raced to intercept them. Borrik was racing among his troops too. Though he had started at the rear he now ran at their center, slowly gaining towards the front as they closed the distance. It was going to be a close race, and Borrik prayed to Ishanya to spare Seth this end as he was a courageous and honorable leader who held to his word. Whether or not Ishanya heard him, Borrik would never know, but in those last seconds, seemingly impossibly, Borrik gained a clear line of sight of his master. It was as if all who rushed the fallen mage stepped aside to give Seth’s second-in-command a clear view. Borrik caught sight of his master and found himself relieved that the young mage yet lived, but skidded to a halt as with a bright flash of light and a concussive boom that sent distant men sprawling and near men vanishing to ash, his master, holding his dying wife, vanished into thin air. The blast left thousands dead and thousands more clutching their ears and eyes. Despite the pain Borrik could not look away, feeling it was his duty to bear witness as the king, his knights Philip and Sirus, the mage Seth and his wife, together with nearly a hundred of Seth’s wolf troops all vanished in an instant and were lost. For a moment no one near the explosion moved, but feeling obliged Borrik raced off again, needing to see ground zero for himself. Arriving at the site he was met by a familiar Knight of Valdadore, his master's brother.
 



*****
 
Garret stood where his brother had vanished, Seth’s priest the only other who dared to venture among the ashes. Garret was broken. In an instant he had lost his brother, his king, his commander and all sense of feeling. Garret tilted his head back and gave a thunderous, booming battle cry as his vision turned red. His cry was taken up by all those who fought for Valdadore, especially among the wolf troops loyal to Seth. Knowing nothing but pain and rage, Garret rushed into the remnants of the enemy horde leaving a trail of destruction, hundreds of wolf men following suit. The black horde had been decimated. Having arrived on the battlefield with near forty thousand troops, their number now was near equal to that of the defenders. A single mage had destroyed their army, and none who had seen the mage would ever forget his frightening visage. Dismayed and defeated, the remaining trolls, goblins, ogres and orcs attempted to retreat from the battlefield, harried all the way by a giant bloodthirsty knight and an immense pack of monsters that tracked them down and slaughtered them well into the night, miles and miles into the mountain passes of their own lands.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12
Lost and Found
 
 
Borrik raised his stunted muzzle into the air and sniffed for any hint of retreating enemy troops. Finding none he decided with finality that the chase was over. Picturing in his mind his men in ranks upon the top of the hill to the north of the valley where lay the gore-covered battlefield, Borrik sent the image to his many troops with a feeling of urgency, knowing the fight was over. For many hours he and his men had given chase to band after band of retreating enemies, slaying throughout the night over a thousand of the fell creatures of varying races. His troops had come to Seth with vengeance in their hearts, and their living god had provided them the opportunity to deal their revenge. Now, however, having lost Seth in the battle, the troops’ need for revenge was ten-fold. Keeping the pack under control would prove to be difficult in the days to come. 
Borrik turned and began to lead the band of wolf men and women down the high mountain trail they had followed in pursuit of a clutch of ogres. Their foe destroyed, the wolf of a priest knew not his future course of action, but realized that in Seth’s absence it was his duty to lead the men, though he did not know where to lead them. All of his captains but one had survived the battle, and Borrik thought it only wise to consult with them to gain a general consensus when they made it back to camp. Thus decided he raced his men the many miles through winding trails and gorges between the mountains, hoping to make camp by morning.
 



*****
 
Garret, blessed by Gorandor, had slaughtered any enemy that sought to evade him mercilessly for hours. Though his mind still screamed for revenge, the unthinking, constant act of rushing here and there in bloodlust, slaughtering by the score, had left his body physically drained. A few hours before dawn, he found that subconsciously he had already circled back sometime in the night and was nearing the battlefield, covered in gore and ash, that like the ground, would forever stain his soul.
The red haze fading from his vision, Garret began to weep uncontrollably as he released his hold on Gorandor’s power. Returning to his unblessed size with a shimmer and a popping sound, he stumbled around the battlefield exhausted, dragging behind himself with one hand the massive sword that had dealt a modicum of revenge. Garret no longer felt he had a purpose in life. Growing up his purpose had been to look out for Seth and help his father with the inn. Now he would have to send message to his father that Seth had fallen in battle. Garret knew the man would be devastated by the news, but none the less his father would want to know what had happened. Also Garret felt it was he who should bring the news to Sirus’s widow, who had showed them such kindness only weeks earlier. The king would be mourned by all, and though Garret had not known the man long, he had great respect for the king and had vowed to protect both the man and his kingdom. Soon a new leader would be chosen for the kingdom, and preparations would be made for the old king's funeral. Garret knew songs would be sung and stories told of this battle for generations to come as he sluggishly wandered through the charred remnants of decimated troops. His head hung low, vision blurred by tears, Garret, losing any sense of purpose simply sat upon the blackened earth and gave himself to his grief, letting the sobs and tears escape him unhindered.
 



*****
 
Borrik crossed the blackened expanse of ground where the day before his master had destroyed near an entire invading army. Giving his troops the order to leave him behind, he watched as they loped off across the field to join their brethren upon the hill, where the Valdadorian army was encamped. Wanting to pay his last respects, Borrik turned to trudge to where he had witnessed his master's last moments. The sun, having finally crested the horizon, began to burn off a light fog that had settled in the valley as Borrik approached the site of his master's last stand, and found to his surprise that another had come to lay to rest the memory of Seth. 
Sitting upon the naked ground, Borrik saw his master's brother prostrated on the exact spot where Seth had vanished. His head hung low, the man sat motionless staring into the dirt between his knees. Borrik understood the man's pain, and grieved with him in his own way, but watching as he approached, Borrik saw Garret release a big sigh and shakily began to rise to his feet. Knowing naught what to do, Borrik strode directly to the rising knight, and grasping him at the wrist, both helped him rise and shook his hand as a comrade. The odd pair stood silently for long moments, looking each other over, each seeing himself reflected in the other's eyes. Garret was a gory mess. The man was stained from head to toe with dried blood and other unspeakable fluids. His only attire, a ragged pair of shredded trousers, clung tenuously to his waist where the last strands holding them in place could split any moment. Garrets eye’s were bloodshot and swollen from grief, and pink and brown streaks ran down the length of his face where tears had mingled with blood and dirt, washing away the stains from his flesh that he would forever bear upon his soul.
Borrik too was a mess. Though his fur was short, bits of gore, blood, and soil matted it down in several places where it was visible beyond his armor, and many gashes and scrapes now graced the surface of the wolf man's hideous armor. His upper lip was split where he had taken a blow to the face, and dried blood clots hung from it down to his chin. The beast looked like a feral nightmare come alive, but Garret could see compassion in the monster's gleaming eyes that betrayed his human emotions.
The two had lost much in this battle. An inn-keeper’s son and the priest to an all but forgotten god, both turned warrior, both loving the same man, had lost him. But both of them knew that Seth had not been lost. He had been sacrificed. Seth had given himself to destroy the enemy and had succeeded. After many moments, both the knight and the priest began to smile anew, reliving in their minds Seth’s great deeds. They spoke together of their thoughts openly, each of them wandering around the site of Seth’s last stand, kicking debris left from bodies turned to charcoal. As they spoke, beginning solemnly, their moods changed and they began to jest and laugh at Seth’s destructive vices. As they talked, walking about the blackened site aimlessly, it was Borrik who first discovered the discrepancy.
Borrik, mid-sentence, stopped the story he was relaying of his fallen master, and spinning on his heel, he peered across the landscape strewn with charred carcasses and shells of armor, littered in-between by the weapons of those who had been vaporized by Seth’s might.
"He's not dead!" Borrik shouted in a half-bark of excitement.
Before Garret could even question the half-wolf, half-man, Borrik continued explaining his realization. Every foe Seth had felled had left evidence behind. In fact, everywhere upon the field surrounding where Seth had vanished, clothing, armor, weapons and ash littered nearly every available space, along with charred bones and singed remains. As Seth dispatched his foes, their bodies were reduced to ash but their material belongings remained. 
Borrik rushed back to the center of the great circle burned into the earth, but search as he might, could locate no trace of Seth or Sara’s armor, just as he had suspected. Even the king and the other Knights of Valdadore who had been caught up in the final blast had left behind their weapons and armor. But no sign of the young couple remained. Garret too took up the search and as they sifted through mounds of ash and discarded items, both began to harbor a hope that neither of them had thought possible only moments before.
 



*****
 
Seth remained clinging to Sara as he opened his eyes. He had no idea how much time had passed as renewed vigor and power joined with his own being, expanding both his inner aura and his mind. Though he knew his troops had died at his own hands, lending to him an immense amount of power like he had never before felt, he had no time for remorse. Sara clung to life in his arms, having lost most of her blood. Her heartbeat had slowed, becoming sporadic at best. Her breathing was so shallow Seth could see neither rise nor fall of her chest beneath her armor, but had to place his ear to her mouth to feel the slow ragged breaths. It seemed that her bleeding had miraculously stopped. With so little blood left to flow in her veins, a clot had somehow managed to form, staunching the flow. The aura of her life force continued to thrive, but without proper healing, or even some sustenance, her body would be unable to replace the blood it had lost. Seeing there was nothing at the moment he could do, but hope and wait, Seth looked to his surroundings and realized he had been here before.
Seth held Sara in his arms in an immense circular room of stone. It was dark with no source of light, but even so, Seth managed after some time to begin to discern details of the room. Neither door nor window graced the walls, no sconce for a torch, only a dirt floor below and a ceiling too high above to distinguish through the darkness. He had been here before, though not in person. Ishanya herself had graced this room with him in a dream, the same dream where the goddess had first made claim to him. 
A shiver ran down Seth’s spine at the realization and he wondered if the goddess had had a hand in bringing him here.
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