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Chapter 1
Unforgotten Masters and Unanswered Prayers
 
 
 
 
Seth sat in silence upon the cobbled stone floor listening for any sign of change in the darkness. His eyes had adjusted long ago to reveal that he had somehow transported himself and Sara to a room that he had only before visited in his dreams. Sara remained unconscious in his lap, having nearly bled to death from an arrow wound to the neck. Seth fought the urge to scream, filled as he was with mixed emotions of rage and fear, self-pity and loathing. Such was his predicament that he saw no way of repairing what he felt was his own fault, nor did he see any means of escape for himself and Sara. Cradling her in his arms in the center of a round, stone room, Seth could not fathom why, of all the places he could think of, he had subconsciously chosen this location. 
He knew that it was all his doing. Sara had been injured because of him, hundreds if not thousands of his allies and comrades lay dead because of him, and now he and Sara were trapped in a stone chamber with no windows and no doors because of him. Seth blamed himself both inwardly and outwardly, though he knew it was all in vain. He needed to find a way to save Sara and get them both back to Garret, who would believe them both dead, a burden Seth did not wish upon his brother's soul.
With no way to calculate the passing of time, Seth had no idea how long they had been in the room. Sara, who had lost nearly all of the blood that sustained her body, showed no signs of improvement. Her heartbeat and breathing came at odd intervals and were ragged at best. Though she clung to life, Seth knew that time was of the essence. He did not know how long they had, only that without a healer to mend her and without sustenance to replenish her, Sara would succumb eventually due to fatigue, hunger, thirst or infection. It was only a matter of time. Seth had vowed to save her, though, and even now in the direst of situations he sifted through his limited options trying to find a solution. His own aura was now so immense he literally had to look through it to see the world around him. Having swelled from the deaths of so many of his troops who openly worshipped him as a god, Seth could feel the immense power within him, and knew that he could use his own gargantuan life force as a source of power to perform magic.
Seth had considered attempting to heal Sara himself, but knew with his lack of knowledge of human anatomy he would likely do as much harm as good. That idea discarded, Seth then thought he might be able to blast his way through the stone walls, but even that led him nowhere. As far as Seth knew, the walls could be forty feet thick, and stacked above this room could be hundreds of others that would come crashing down if he were to blast through the wall. Seth had also wondered if he could repeat the process of magically transporting himself and Sara again, but he was unsure how he had accomplished the feat in the first place. It was a nightmare of a situation, and Seth, infused with unbelievable power, felt useless and utterly dismayed.
With nothing better to do, Seth went about the task of removing both his and Sara’s armor, hoping that by relieving her of the weight of it Sara might breathe more easily and perhaps her heart might not struggle as hard to beat. The task completed, Seth again resumed his seated position upon the floor, and gently gathering Sara into his arms he held her, hoping she knew he was there to comfort her. Time passed slowly, unmarked by any change as Seth pondered the events that had brought them to this place. Keeping a watchful eye on Sara’s condition, Seth let his thoughts drift over the past weeks with hopes of finding a solution to their predicament, if only he focused on something unrelated.
Several weeks had passed since the butchery that had been The Choosing ceremony, and following the bloodbath of a test, Seth had been separated from his foster brother, Garret, who had been raised as his twin. In the ensuing weeks, as Garret trained to become an elite Knight of Valdadore, Seth had lived a double life pretending to follow precisely his mentor Judilanthaliz’s studies of becoming one of the gray-robed mages, learning defensive magic to protect the troops on the battlefield. But in his free time, which was ample in Judilanthaliz’s absence, Seth studied the gods. Ishanya was the primary focus of his study, but lore on this particular goddess was scarce, the goddess herself being all but forgotten. Seth had learned that Ishanya had designs for him even before The Choosing ceremony. However, as time grew short, with Judilanthaliz expecting Seth to become blessed by the goddess of the gray robes, Seth had instead sworn his allegiance to Ishanya, seeing no other options available to him. Having been blessed by her and given a gift of godlike vision, Seth had unlocked the ability to siphon endless power from any other living thing to produce amazing results in his spell casting ability. Seth revealed his blessing to his supposed mentor, which led to an impromptu test by the king of Valdadore himself. Seth had easily passed the king’s test, slaying foe after foe, but had pushed his limits which resulted in him mutating his most devout follower and friend, Borrik, the last remaining priest to Ishanya. 
Seth’s deeds during the king’s impromptu test had spread like wildfire, garnering a new following to the goddess Ishanya. Out of necessity Seth also had mutated a young woman and her newly born child in an effort to save both their lives. However, blending the life forces of two different beings sometimes produced unwanted physical effects, and as such Seth had managed to create out of Borrik, the young woman and her child hideous monsters lacking their humanity, but not quite being the orcs they had been blended with either. Even as awful as the transformations were, they were seen as a miracle by those who had witnessed the feats and soon word spread as far as the king himself. King Valdadore had sworn Seth into allegiance with the kingdom, and having done so, had asked Seth to create new troops for him to be the night time guardians of the humans. 
Within a few days Seth had managed to produce hundreds of men who were two parts human and one part wolf, creating an entire new race of magnificent but fierce beings upon Thurr. As an unexpected consequence, holding to their feral belief system, the new wolf troops had come to worship Seth as their god and creator, giving their loyalties to him above all others, including Borrik their pack leader and the king who commanded Seth himself. Finally arriving at the battlefield to face an opposing foe that none hoped to defeat, Seth discovered that as his troops died in battle, their life's power did not return to Ishanya, the goddess that he served, but instead joined with his own aura, infusing him with power and expanding his mental capacity. 
The battle had raged on with the king’s troops fighting valiantly against unbelievable odds, but it was a losing battle. However, as Seth’s abilities increased, he was able to lend aid to the warriors of his kingdom, helping the knights blessed by Gorandor fell their equally blessed opponents and eventually Seth believed he could turn the tide of the battle. As the knights, including his brother and the king himself, fought on Seth, making his biggest mistake to date, had waded into the mass of enemy troops who parted before him, fearing his magical power. But unbeknownst to him, Sara had followed him unwittingly, and it was this mistake that led to her taking an arrow to the neck that had been intended for Seth. Seth knew not precisely what had happened then, only that he had panicked and in doing so he had managed to slay a vast number of the enemy, as well as many of his own troops and allies. The result of his last spell had also brought himself and Sara here, to a room he had only before seen in a dream. It was a room without an exit, without light, and completely devoid of life. Much to Seth's frustration, it was a room that might possibly become both of their tombs.
Seth could find no detail in the past weeks to lend him an idea now. Devoid of options, he sat in the everlasting darkness listening to the flutter of Sara’s failing heart, his own hope slowly beginning to wane. How much time passed Seth could not be sure, he knew only that Sara still lived, and so long as she did, he would work to find a way to save her. He must save her since he had sworn to her that he would, and even if he had to move mountains to make it happen, he would find a way. Feeling alone and responsible for Sara’s condition, it was then that the idea finally struck him.
 



* * * * *
 
Garret, one of the last remaining Knights of Valdadore, and original wolf man, Borrik the priest, strode side by side through the charred remains of the previous day's battlefield. They had together come to a discovery that had lent them hope. They now believed Seth to be alive, though neither had a clue as to where the magician might be, however both had found evidence that he still lived. Actually it was a lack of evidence that gave them the hope to believe. They had searched the battlefield throughout the morning for any sign of Seth or Sara’s armor or clothing, but the search had turned out fruitless. This small fact was what gave them hope. Everyone else laid to waste by Seth’s final spells had either instantly turned to ash, leaving behind all material belongings, or had been blasted and charred, littering the ground in smoldering heaps. Seth and Sara had left no such ash or burnt remains behind. Garret now dared believe that his twin lived, and Borrik, Seth’s second-in-command, held that same belief. With this information in hand the two strode together toward the hill that served as the camp for the remnants of their army. 
As they reached the crest of the hill, the two large men, grasping each others’ wrists, shook hands before they parted ways. Garret headed to what had once been the king's command tent, but with the king falling in Seth’s final blast, he knew not what to expect when he arrived there. Borrik, on the other hand, went to join his surviving troops. The wolf men and women had just the day before numbered near five hundred, but now only about half remained. As he neared his troops, Borrik projected a mental image of Seth alive and well into the collective conscious of his pack, bestowing upon the image the feeling of relief. The singular thought was met by a crescendo of howls and barks of joy and hope, mixed with deep guttural shouts and prayers from the lines of Borrik’s troops. Borrik quickly silenced the pack with a thought, and was immediately assaulted by a myriad of mental questions concerning the whereabouts of their master.
"Quiet your minds!" Borrik ordered, still preferring to use his voice over the mental images of his wolf side to convey messages. "I know not where our master is, nor do I know if he is unharmed, but I do know, in my heart, that when he left the field of battle he was alive and well. Myself and Seth’s own brother searched among the ashes and debris of the battlefield this very morning, and unlike all those he slew, Seth left no trace of himself behind. It is with this evidence, as well as witnessing the final blast myself, that leads me to believe he is out there somewhere. Although he has shown his immense power in these last few days, first making each of you what you are now and then single-handedly laying waste to our enemies, he is out there alone without our protection. I have sworn to follow Seth to the ends of the world and beyond. I would follow him through death if I were able to be sure I served him to the best of my abilities, for I, like you, owe him my life. A life that until meeting him was without purpose or reason. Thus I would ask you, not command you, to serve Seth as I would serve him and leave this place immediately. We no longer have a role here. Let us seek out our master so that we may aid him yet again in whatever battles he may face from this day forward," Borrik shouted.
His men again broke into an eerie symphony of howls, deciding as a pack and individually to do as Borrik asked. Within moments the pack of hundreds of wolf men and women broke into smaller packs, each following the lead of their individual captains. The largest group followed Borrik as he raced from the camp back to the north, the direction they had come a day and a half before. Over two hundred wolf hybrid troops raced from the camp, issuing out in all directions, never pausing or slowing to look back.
 



* * * * *
 
Garret approached the command tent unhindered, and throwing back the tent’s flap he marched inside, directly into an argument among the fallen king's advisors and councilors, or at least those who remained. Among those yelling and shouting to be heard were the leaders of three of the four orders of magic. Still remaining were Vladmere, the leader of the red-robed battle mages, Karishtala, the leader of the white-robed healers, and the elf who led the small faction of druids, whose name Garret could not pronounce. Also contending to be heard was a Knight of Valdadore like himself, Jordin, and several other captains and generals of different factions of the army. Unable to discern what the argument was about, but assuming it was a battle for power with different parties making claims of their own to assume the throne, Garret raised his hands as a sign for silence and shouted at the top of his lungs for all to quiet. Getting their attention most did indeed fall silent, but their gazes fell upon Garret with anger in their eyes.
"Who are you to presume to give us commands?" Vladmere asked. His voice both mocking and menacing.
"I am a servant to the kingdom, as are you mage," Garret replied in a commanding and condemning tone.
"A servant like your murderous brother?" Vladmere lashed back.
"Murderous?" Garret asked. "I believe you mean heroic."
"Heroic? Pah." Vladmere spat upon the ground before he continued. "So you believe that murdering your own king is heroic?" Vladmere asked with hatred and rage plainly in his voice.
"Seth murdered your enemies and sacrificed himself to win you a victory," Garret responded, his own voice rising. He could feel the anger building within himself and fought to control it, but the mage was pushing his limits.
"Yes, your pathetic brother managed to kill many of those who fought against us when he lost control of himself and committed both suicide and murder. He alone is responsible for the death of the king!" Vladmere shouted. 
With his last statement several others from inside the tent shouted either their agreement or their objections and it was then that Garret realized that his brother had been the reason for the original argument he had walked in upon.
"Let me show you something, mage," Garret growled through gritted teeth, his blood pounding loudly in his ears. Fighting to maintain control over the bloodlust that had overtaken him more than once in the past, Garret snatched the skinny mage by the cowl around his neck and dragged him bodily from the tent all the way to the edge of the precipice that the tent stood upon. Keeping the mage off balance, Garret hung the man precariously over the edge with one hand and pointed to the charred field below him with the other.
"You see that, you sorry excuse of a magician?" Garret asked. "That is where your body would lie now if it was not for Seth’s actions." Turning to face those who had followed them from the tent, Garret continued. "That is where each of us would lay this very moment had it not been for my brother. He alone knew the extent of his sacrifice, and he laid his life on the line to save every man and woman who now stands upon this wretched hill. If it were not for my murderous brother this very moment the black army would be marching towards the city of Valdadore unhindered, preparing to rape, murder and loot its rotten guts out." 
Beginning to calm down, and seeing his words having their intended effect on those around him, Garret released the mage, shoving him to the ground at his feet. "My brother knew what it was that he sacrificed and willingly went alone to face our enemy. The king too was willing to sacrifice himself for his kingdom. If he was not, then he would not have been upon the field. Every man and woman who died yesterday sacrificed themselves to save the kingdom. We can either condemn them all, or honor them all, but know this; we each witnessed as a single man lay to waste an unbeatable army. By his actions he may have saved more than our kingdom; he may have saved our entire race. That man was my brother. I personally do not believe Seth dead, but if I hear one more word condemning his sacrifice, I will send who ever dares to utter it to find out for me," Garret growled. With nothing more to say, Garret turned and stalked away.
For many minutes those who remained of the king's advisors and councilors stood silently looking down over the battlefield letting Garret’s words sink in. Each of them knew Garret’s words to be true. Even Vladmere had heard the truth in what the knight said though he would never admit it. The king had known that by stepping upon the field his life could very well be forfeit, especially after returning to battle after Judilanthaliz and Lauren, his sworn guardians, had fallen from wounds sustained by the king. Every man and woman who had bravely and valiantly fought that day had laid their lives on the line, not so that the virtue of their deeds could be argued about, but for the survival of the kingdom and those they loved back home. Many heroes had died upon this field, and each of the former king’s councilors and advisors chose individually to honor each and every one of them, including Seth, who through his own sacrifice had spared each of their lives. One by one, returning to the tent, those who now ruled the nation as a group set about deciding all the necessary preparations for the days to come. By midday, the order was given for the army to break camp and prepare to march back to the city of Valdadore.
 



* * * * *
 
Sara lay alone in darkness, fear and worry threatening to suffocate her very soul. She knew not whether she was dead or alive, or even somewhere in between, but her distress was not for herself. The last thing Sara could recall from the battle, after taking the wound to her neck, was Seth crouched over her fallen body as their enemies fell upon them both. Sara worried only for Seth. Knowing not if she herself yet lived, she had no idea if Seth thrived somehow, but she did know that she was lost to him. She was alone, and being alone had no way of knowing how Seth fared. Sara assumed herself either unconscious or dead, for no dream could be so dismal, lacking any sign of subconscious creativity. Nothing but blackness surrounded Sara, but if she lived there was hope that she would awaken to find Seth alive and well. However, Sara doubted that unconsciousness would allow her this level of conscious thought. Deciding therefore she was dead, Sara would have wept if she were able, having lost Seth, the man she had hoped to spend long years with and whose children she hoped to eventually bear. She had never before imagined death, but if she had, even death would have been more than this. Lost, alone, insubstantial, hopeless and painfully aware, Sara remained in darkness mourning her loss of Seth, never imagining herself or the loss of her own life worth mourning. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2
A Secret of the Gods and Bounding Beauties
 
 
 
Seth sat in the dark stone chamber berating himself for not having discovered this solution sooner. Sara lay in his lap unmoving. Her already milky skin was unnaturally pale and her luscious red lips had dulled to a shade of blue. Her heartbeat still fluttered occasionally, and every so often a ragged breath would escape her lips, but time was running out. Seth, infused with an inhuman amount of life energy, had overlooked before what now seemed like the most obvious solution possible, but he dared not risk acting upon impulse before he had taken the time to think the process through. 
Delving deep within himself Seth began to search through his own massive aura of power, looking for hidden secrets. The expansion of his mental capacity that came with the death of his own troops, who had worshipped him as their creator, had impressive effects that until now Seth had not explored. Upon first discovering his power, Seth had quickly taught himself to filter out the auras of the beings around him, finding them distracting at the best of times. Having made a habit of ignoring the surrounding auras, Seth had not, until now, discovered the change.
Upon first viewing his own aura after being given the sight of the gods, Seth had found it to be a swirling mass of blackness that seemed to sparkle and glitter, but now he realized that he had been mistaken. Looking more carefully at his own aura revealed, after long study, that in fact it was a myriad of different shades of purples, blues, grays and blacks. The sparkles he had once witnessed were in fact tiny pinpricks of vibrant colors in every hue and shade that swirled aimlessly within the darker mass of his greater aura. This discovered, Seth then retreated from himself, and delved into Sara’s aura to see what it was that he might discover there. 
Sara’s aura was much smaller, the life force of a single being, and as such within moments Seth made another amazing discovery. Obviously the woman he loved had an aura different than his own, having not yet sworn her allegiance to any god. Sara’s was an aura of extraordinary color. It swirled and pulsed in vibrant hues as specks of alternating colors danced throughout her very being, but all of that was to be expected. What it was that Seth discovered in Sara’s aura now was that although upon first glance it appeared a chaotic maelstrom of light and color, there were in fact hundreds of different patterns working in unison within it. Each smaller pattern worked seamlessly with the others to form greater patterns of light and color, and those also worked within yet larger patterns, until ultimately they all worked together to create her aura in entirety. It was an amazing discovery, and with his new abilities to work through complex problems in his altered mind, Seth had a revelation.
An aura wasn’t simply energy. It was a map, or a plan of sorts, built in three dimensions. The tiniest patterns that formed the smallest details all worked together as a whole to create the particular form of life which they inhabited. It was so obvious now to Seth that he delved into Sara’s aura further, and was amazed at the complexity and intricacy of even the smallest of the pattern's designs. However awed he was by the discovery, though, Seth had no time to waste and set to the task of memorizing and cataloging each individual pattern, every color, every swirl and every interaction between each of the fragments. It seemed to Seth an eternity as he worked to memorize thousands of interlocking patterns, but in reality less than an hour had passed. This task completed Seth, began to test himself.
Turning inward once again Seth set to work within his own mind. Treating the exercise like a vast puzzle, Seth collected his thoughts and memories of the complexity of Sara’s aura and began recreating it within his mind, piece by piece. On completing the task Seth compared the creation in his mind with Sara’s actual aura. Pleased with the results, Seth dismantled his mental creation and then began erecting it once again. Over and over Seth went through the mental process of building and dismantling the mental model of Sara’s aura, each time accomplishing it faster before beginning anew. Seth continued until it was second nature, each part of the aura distinguishable from the others and placed upon the greater whole without thought. Finally assured of himself, Seth returned to his own aura to begin the process once more.
After several minutes of investigation Seth found he had no need to memorize or catalog his own aura, for though immense, it was near identical in its working and complexities to Sara’s. In fact Seth was easily able to locate and distinguish every portion of his own aura that was a reflection of Sara’s and comparing them quickly, piece by piece, Seth found only one unexpected discrepancy. He already knew that the colors and hues of their patterns would be different, and they were. But otherwise all was the same apart from one single, miniscule, nearly indistinguishable difference. Seth had an extra pattern. Deep in the core of his aura, between several small fragments that in Sara were not interlocking, Seth had an additional piece to his puzzle. For where in Sara each of these small patterns worked together with other separate and individual patterns, in Seth, like a tiny spinning gear, a small piece pulsed and whirled, interlocking all those individual patterns together that in Sara were separate. Seth had found his road block.
He had hoped against hope that their auras would be identical, and being so, he could have infused Sara with more power from his own being, perhaps speeding her recovery or, if nothing else, buying more time. This discovery left Seth’s plan in ruins, knowing not what this small difference was between them. It was a problem he was going to have to work with, but Seth believed his plan could still be possible if only he could discern the purpose of this difference.
Seth’s first thought was anatomy. It was possible this tiny variance between the two distinguished one as male and the other as female, but upon further reflection Seth thought it unlikely. He had created hundreds of wolf men and women, caring not which gender of wolf he had joined a human male or female to. In whatever combination they had been joined, each of his troops retained their own previous sex. Looking back Seth thought himself lucky as altering a man or woman's sex could have caused some serious issues among the troops. So having discarded this explanation, Seth looked for another and in short order he found a further possibility. Perhaps his wolf troops were the explanation he sought. When they had died, their life power had infused into his own, swelling his aura and expanding his mind. But this idea Seth was also able to dismiss, but by doing so he made another discovery. If this minute difference between himself and Sara was from his binding with the power of his fallen followers, his body should have altered as theirs had. They had been one third wolf and two thirds man. Surely Seth too should appear as they had, a beast of a man with the resemblance of a wolf, covered in hair with a muzzle and fangs to boot. This left Seth yet another question. Why hadn't he changed when their power had infused with his own?
Seth pondered this for many moments before the answer finally came to him. It was the process of receiving the power that made all the difference. When Seth had stripped the life from the wolves by force and infused his troops with that power, the power itself had fought the action, retaining its original design. Each time Seth stripped the life from something to use for his own purposes, the power sought release. It strained to be free of him, and because of this he had been forced early on to learn to contain and control the power. But during life his troops had aligned themselves to him, worshipping him as their deity. By doing so, at the time of their deaths their power flowed to Seth willingly. That was the deciding factor. If the power was taken by force it retained its original form, holding to the plan of life that it sustained, but if given willingly, the power altered to take on the form of the one it had been given to. It was the answer Seth needed and gave him the ability to infuse Sara with his own aura without having any unwanted physical effects. Having reasoned it out, Seth was impressed by the revelation, but it still didn’t answer his original question. What was it that was different between his aura and Sara’s?
Many more moments passed before Seth believed he had the answer. The difference now seemed obvious. It was simply the ability to wield magic. This ability was inherent from birth; some were simply born with it, and others without. Sara had no affinity to magic to Seth’s knowledge, and had even said as much in the past herself. This could account for the difference between the two auras, and to Seth it made perfect sense, but then yet another idea occurred. Seth realized that he had stumbled upon a possibility both wondrous and dangerous. What if that small piece of his aura that was lacking in Sara was a piece that Ishanya had infused him with, giving him the vision of the gods and the ability to command the very power of life itself? Was it possible to remove and replace individual pieces of a person's aura at will? If it was, the implications were incredible. Seth wished he had time to experiment and someone or something to experiment upon. A moment later it appeared as if his wish had been granted as a squeak sounded from somewhere, but at that same moment Seth realized that his time was up.
Seth had not noticed the subtle change in his self-made prison over the time that he had been studying both his and Sara’s auras, but now as he saw Sara’s begin to slowly diminish with each pulse it made, at the same time he found that the room they inhabited had illuminated slightly. Having no time to seek out the source of the light, Seth reached inside himself and separated a portion of his life's power. Though much smaller than the whole, it was easily a portion equal to that of twenty men, and placing his hand upon Sara’s too-cold cheek, he let the power flow from himself into her. Seth watched the fraction of a second it took for Sara’s aura to infuse with the new power he gave her. He was relieved that his presumptions had been true. As the two auras melded into one, Seth’s own power altered as it became one with Sara, expanding her aura incredibly but leaving it otherwise unchanged. He watched for any noticeable sign of improvement, waiting for what felt like forever when finally he felt her heart flutter faintly and she too took a shallow, uneven breath. Seth had bought them some valuable time, but Sara’s aura still slowly and inevitably diminished with each pulse. Seth imagined they had another day at most but no more. Turning his attention from Sara, Seth gazed to the stone walls around him.
It only took Seth a moment to find the source of the light, if he could even call it hat. With a little illumination, Seth was now able to see far above him to what appeared to be a ceiling made of great stone slabs, but it was not just a mere ceiling, it was also a floor. Several stories above him, perhaps three, the giant slabs created a near impenetrable surface. However, cut through one of the giant slabs was a portal through which a staircase once passed to the floor above. Somewhere beyond that level above, light shone from outside, illuminating the higher chamber and allowing a small amount of light to filter and reflect down into the lower room. Seth realized it was morning, and with his realization came a squeak akin to the one he had heard moments before, but this time the sound was accompanied by another familiar one.
Seth watched with his neck craned back and Sara’s head upon his lap, straining to see into the room above him as steadily the amount of illumination increased. Shadows danced this way and that as something or some things crossed between the source of light and the portal through which Seth peered. He heard a great rustle from above, and watched to see what it could be that made the noise. Earlier in the night Seth had probed their surroundings with his magical abilities but found no life nearby. Hearing the sounds from above now, Seth reached out again to find an abundance of life headed straight towards him. Pulling Sara protectively to his chest, Seth sat silently as the creatures winged into his chamber from the one above. The sounds of many large, flapping wings echoing around the circular chamber, bouncing off the stone walls, created a sound similar to heavy rain on a thatch roof. The beasts were large, hairless creatures that came rushing through the portal above at reckless speeds. Then circling to slow their descent, each of the pale creatures glided one by one to the walls of the large room where, finding holds among the rocks, they landed. Grasping with their claws, they scurried slowly back up towards the ceiling, gathering into the darkest shadows there, retreating from the light, all the while squeaking and squawking in high-pitched tones.
Seth had never seen their like before but knew the creatures to be some breed of large pale bat. Seth studied them as more continued to enter the chamber. Their flesh was not so different from his own, appearing as skin stretched over bone and muscle, though nowhere on their bodies could he discern any hair. Each of the bats had two hind legs, but their forward legs, or arms, were incorporated into their wings. At the centermost joint of the wing there was something akin to a clawed finger, and each of the other bones of the oddly shaped appendage made ribs within the wings of the beasts. Though easily four to five times the size of any other bats Seth had ever seen, they belayed their size with near effortless flight, and he was impressed with the creatures. 
Having studied the bats, scrutinizing their every detail, Seth then switched to his vision of the gods to analyze them further. What Seth found surprised him more than any other discovery this day. Each of the bats appeared to have two separate auras, which was perplexing enough, but what was more astonishing was that each of the bats contained one aura that was identical to every other bat’s, but their second one varied in size and intensity. With Seth’s new knowledge of auras, he was quickly able to establish at least four different variations of the bats’ second auras. If that discovery alone were not enough, as Seth watched, each of the bats’ second auras began to change. Within an hour they had managed somehow to alter their second auras and make them identical to their original, which they then each consumed as their second aura's became one with their first. It was astonishing to observe, and had Seth seen the process even the day before, he would not have understood it. Now Seth believed he had witnessed the bats absorbing stolen life forces from some other beings. These creatures, however, had some mechanism in place to process the life power before consuming it, for Seth knew that if they did not, each of them would have altered physically. Now Seth was really intrigued. But wanting a closer look, he now had to do something that was generally against his beliefs.
     Seth slid out from beneath Sara’s body and gently laid her upon the floor. Picking up her small crossbow from the pile of discarded armor and weapons, Seth drew the bow. Placing a bolt upon the slide, Seth looked up and took aim. Closing his eyes, Seth pulled the trigger and listened as with a shriek the bolt met its target. Ricocheting off the stone ceiling, the bolt hit the ground a fraction of a second before the beast landed, flapping its wings wildly and trying to flee but unable to sustain flight with a large tear in its right wing. Seth had pulled off the shot flawlessly. He wanted the creature alive in order to study its aura up close, but he needed it unable to fly so that he might experiment with it a bit. Knowing bats were supposed to be blind, Seth removed his tunic and attempted to toss it over the head of the beast that now scurried around on the floor in a panic. After three attempts Seth succeeded and pounced upon the small, injured creature, pinning it to the ground beneath him. Careful not to hurt the beast further, nor release it, Seth wrapped his tunic about the beast snuggly. He tied the arms of his tunic in a knot securing it around the creature’s mid-section, binding its wings to its sides. Satisfied Seth released the large hairless bat, and returning to Sara he sat once again upon the stone floor.
Seth reached out with his god-like vision to inspect the bat's aura in detail and found that, although still quite complex, its inner workings were slightly simpler than those of humans. Taking his time Seth repeated the process he had recently gone through and, piece by piece, he memorized and cataloged each pattern of the bat's aura within his mind, discovering along the way several similarities between the bat's and Sara’s auras. Seth felt that the discovery made sense seeing that both the bats and humans had four appendages, a torso, neck and head with two eyes, two ears, a nose and a mouth. Seth too assumed the bats had a somewhat similarly functioning digestive tract, so the many likenesses made sense. But the bat did possess patterns that he and Sara did not, and vice versa. Several minutes into his study Seth noticed that the bat's aura was, like Sara’s, fading at an unnatural rate, and assuming he had injured it worse than he thought, Seth recaptured the creature to unbind it so that he might see the wound.
No sooner had Seth unwrapped the small beast than without warning it sprang into the air and took flight on two perfect wings with a screech that caused Seth to jump. Amazingly the creature had healed in as little as a quarter of an hour an injury that should have taken days, if not weeks, to mend properly. But Seth could see the cost of the creature's healing, for back amongst its peers it had the weakest aura among them. Seth believed these bats to be amazing creatures. They could consume others’ life forces, as Seth could, but unlike Seth these creatures had the ability to alter the power before they absorbed it. Also the bats could apparently heal themselves through some inherent means using the power of their own spark of life. Seth’s mouth falling wide open, he formulated a plan. It would take time and he knew he could afford no mistakes. He would have to experiment and test and experiment some more, but he believed now he could save Sara. Hurrying back to the side of the woman he loved, Seth again drew and loaded the crossbow.
 



* * * * *
 
Borrik ran along through the countryside in long, loping strides. The body Seth had made for him was incredible. He was able to run for hours and hours without feeling any strain, even fully armored, and when he did sweat, his short layer of downy fur held the moisture to his skin allowing his body to cool quickly. His legs pumped hard over the uneven ground as he raced below the midday sun. Borrik’s troops ran parallel to him on both sides, spread out wide to cover as much ground as possible. Borrik held little hope of finding Seth out in the wild somewhere, but hoping to make Raven's Hold by nightfall, he saw that searching in this manner would cause no harm.
The fact was that Borrik had no idea where to look for his master, and so had sent his captains in every direction in the hopes of seeking him out. Their plan was simple. Find every human civilization they could, question those who lived there and continue the process until they found Seth. It might be a search that lasted weeks, months or even years, but Borrik cared not how long it took just so long as the deed was accomplished. Together with his band of wolf troops he swept across the countryside through the foothills of the mountains to the south, heading north, deeper into the land of the humans. 
Hours passed swiftly and silently as the scenery passed all around Borrik and he wondered how his men would be received among the towns and villages they came across. Realizing a possible problem he sent a mental image to his captains, spread far and wide across the lands, letting them know that no humans were to be harmed. Waiting several minutes as he raced along through the tall grasses of the hills, no response came to his order. Either his captains were too far away to communicate with, or they had received the order and felt no impulse to reply. Either way Borrik was sure he had done as much as he could and imagined that his men would simply defend themselves and flee if needed, rather than bring harm to the humans they once walked among. After all, they were not savage beasts. They were men and women with perhaps slightly skewed instincts.
The day had come and gone and still Borrik continued to run. His men had not slept since before leaving to join the army. Now, days later, he knew that they would soon need rest. Throughout the day his men would one by one fall back to stop for a drink, or run a hare to ground for a quick meal, but after they would hastily catch up. Only a dozen and a half miles away from Raven's Hold now, Borrik knew that his men would find some well-deserved rest. They could resume their search tomorrow if Seth were not located in the castle. Borrik stared ahead at the horizon knowing that at any moment the uppermost parts of the castle of Raven's Hold would grow upon it. However, he discovered something else instead. 
Far in the distance, over the rise of a hill, Borrik watched as two graceful figures sped over the land a few miles ahead. Covering wide swathes of ground with each graceful stride, the wolf man recognized the figures instantly, even in the failing light. There were only two creatures of this kind upon the face of the world. Only two of the graceful and beautiful beings had Seth created. They had been girls once, sisters in fact, not quite to the age of adulthood, but both fully physically matured. Though they were beautiful, affectionate and mysterious, Borrik had to fight the urge to run them down and sink his teeth into them. This he imagined was his wolf instincts at work. For though he could overcome the urge, it was the dog in Borrik that wanted to chase the two girls who were now just as much feline as he was canine. Borrik hoped none of his men would take up the chase, but couldn’t help loosing a bark-like laugh at his thoughts.
Never again in the evening did Borrik catch sight of the girls, but twice he spied tracks that were theirs and also picked up their scent. Shortly before the last rays of light had left the land, Borrik raced up to the gates of the black castle city that was Raven's Hold. In the hours prior he had telepathically told his troops of their destination and, as he neared, his troops had closed the distance between their alpha and themselves, so as Borrik arrived those men he led were on his heels. Slowing himself and his men to a walk, Borrik strode directly to the small gate in the castle wall. The portcullis remained open to the full, its spikes looming above the opening in the massive stone wall. 
As Borrik approached, the guards at the gate snapped to attention, remembering him as one of Seth’s guards when they had visited a few days prior. Seth had garnered quite a following from this castle, in fact he had acquired the majority of his troops here just days before and had transformed the untrained humans into feral fighting beasts along the road on the way to the battle itself. Some of the men and women now with Borrik had been living here on the streets, having been rousted from their homes by goblin and orc raiding parties who razed whole villages, raping and killing all who were not able to flee. Some of his troops may even have family or friends here, but Borrik knew not how their current visages would be welcomed even by those who may have once loved them. That made Borrik think twice about letting his men enter the city. Turning to face the guard at the gate, Borrik saluted as was their custom by banging his fist to his chest, allowing the man to return to a more comfortable position. Borrik asked the guard if he had seen or had heard of Seth returning to the castle, the battle having been won to the south. Much to his dismay, but not to his surprise, the guard replied that he had not. This information at hand, Borrik then turned to face his troops gathered behind him.
"This is not a social call," Borrik began. "We are here for one purpose, and one purpose alone. Split up, scour every inn and tavern in the city for any word of Lord Seth’s whereabouts. Do not seek out those you know, not even if they were once your family. I will go to the palace to see if they have heard word of the battle, or have had any news or sign of our master's whereabouts. Feel free to gather supplies and feed yourself, but return here in two hours’ time for we will not be staying within the castle."
Reaching inside his armor Borrik grasped a pouch tied to his clothing. Tugging it free he removed it  and handed it to one of his soldiers. Borrik was a priest in his soul, a soldier at heart, and the will to lead others ran through every fiber of his being. Handing over the coins and trinkets he had scourged from the dead upon the battlefield this very morning, he wondered which part of him had allowed him to rob the dead.
"Split it amongst yourselves. Buy only what we need," Borrik commanded. 
Turning on his heel Borrik began to stride through the streets thick with the bodies of the homeless as well as livestock and beasts of burden. The giant of a wolf man, clad in black menacing armor, did not have a hard time negotiating the streets for man and beast alike cleared a wide path for him to stride down the center of the cobbled roads. Entering the gate, his men likewise searched every inch of every street within the city over the next two hours, stopping frequently to ask of Lord Seth.
Two hours later, Borrik passed back beneath the southern gate of Raven's Hold to find all of his men awaiting his arrival. None of them had news of Lord Seth, but each carried a pack or a sack loaded with goods. Borrik hoped one of them had bought some soap. His enhanced canine sense of smell had located his troops long before his eyes had. Those in Raven's Hold had seen a wolf man before, or at least some of them had, but Borrik could not hope to enter any other human town or city reeking of dried blood and gore, along with sweat and who knew what else. Their physical appearance alone was enough to frighten most people; they did not also need to deter them with their stench. 
Needing speak no command, Borrik sped off around the keep, circling around to the north. He raced his troops the few remaining miles between the castle and the ancient forest where only days ago hundreds of wolves had been gathered to create his troops. Making the tree line he slowed his pace and sought out a small clearing beneath the immense trees suitable for a good night's sleep. Having no need of tents or blankets, all those who followed him simply found a spot upon the ground, and digging into their packs they each passed around various foodstuffs they had purchased. Everyone including Borrik ate their fill, and only minutes after posting guards to keep watch, Borrik and the rest of his pack slumbered upon the cool ground swallowed by the darkness of the night. High in the trees above them, two pairs of golden eyes watched from the branches, lending to the night the sound of their soft purrs.
 



* * * * *
 
Garret rode near the front of the procession of king’s advisors and councilors in a terrible mood. He looked at no one and spoke to no one, simply riding along in silence. The members of the king’s court had left the battlefield before the common troops could even break camp. Having been given orders those troops on foot would follow soon enough, and with any luck would arrive back at the castle city of Valdadore a few days behind those on mounts. Garret could only imagine what loomed ahead. He knew Borrik and Seth’s other troops had fled the battlefield to seek out his brother, but Garret would not likely be spared the courtesy to do the same. He knew a new king would be chosen, and several other positions would need to be filled too, but the politics were beyond him. Garret focused on the few tasks that he himself would need to take care of. First and foremost, he would need to give the news to Sasha of her fallen husband Sirus and explain to the poor woman that it was Seth that had ultimately killed the man she loved. When and if Garret survived delivering that particular news, he would need to approach whomever was chosen as the new king to see about Seth’s pay and lands that he had been endowed on becoming a lord and member of the king's court. The money and deed for the land Garret would then send to his father with news of the battle, though Garret knew not if he should lend his father any hope that Seth may yet live. It was a daunting task, one that Garret mulled over time and again, lost in his own miserable thoughts as he rode mindlessly north with the king's men.
 



Chapter 3
Trial and Error
 
 
Seth stood poised to strike down another of the large, pale bats. Crossbow in hand he took aim at one and, closing his eyes, squeezed the trigger. Within a fraction of a second Seth heard the bolt sail through the air to reach its target with a screech and a thump. Opening his eyes, Seth witnessed the creature plummet the last few feet before striking the ground with a crack and a splat.
"Oops," Seth said. 
Realizing this was not perhaps the best use of his resources, he decided to take a different approach. Seth had already studied a good portion of the bat's intricate aura and believed he had a sound understanding of how the swirling maelstrom worked to create life. Reaching out with his mind Seth isolated the life force of one of the great bats. Carefully seeking among the building blocks of its life, Seth delicately grasped with his mind just one small portion of its aura; one single, small pattern swirling within the creature’s spark of life. Giving it a slight tug, he separated that portion from the greater whole of the bat's inner life. As he had hoped, the creature plunged from the ceiling and Seth managed to catch it, using his tunic as a makeshift net. He acted quickly to subdue the beast, but the act was in vain, for as he pinned its wings to the ground with his knees he realized that the creature no longer had an aura of life within it. Whatever it was that he had removed was apparently crucial for survival. This, it seemed, was not going to be an easy task. 
Seth made a mental note of the failure and, reaching out again, singled out his next target. This time he located a piece of the puzzle of the bat’s life far from the first he had removed. Giving this piece a pull, he removed it from the bat, and though the beast still clung to the ceiling, he could see its spark of life swiftly failing. Hurriedly Seth snapped the small swirling pattern back into place and watched as the creature recovered, although now it would not live nearly as long as its brethren. Seth delved into the same creature again, this time trying a different tactic. On the two previous failures Seth had tried to remove one of the smaller patterns that worked to bind the larger pieces together. This time, however, Seth grasped one of the larger patterns. Plucking it away he watched as the small creature began to squirm and squeal as its flesh-covered wings began to wither, disappearing altogether within its body. In a panic the malformed bat released its hold upon the stone ceiling and plummeted down towards the floor below. Seth was so thrilled with his success he nearly failed in catching the creature as it fell. 
Landing in his makeshift net, Seth attempted to wrap the beast, but biting and snarling, even without wings the beast thwarted his every effort. Instead Seth simply let it tumble to the ground tangled within his tunic. Having two missing appendages the poor creature thrashed about on the ground, kicking its little legs and wriggling this way and that as if in the throes of a seizure. Seth was both shocked and appalled at the poor creatures condition, but there was no help for it. Trying to concentrate over the creature’s incessant squawking and squealing Seth took a mental note of the alteration and which pattern it pertained to, then compared it to his mental image of the human aura. Noticing a definite similarity, Seth set about performing his next test.
The whole purpose of Seth’s experiment was simple. He needed to save Sara. Stating it was easy enough, but pulling it off would be difficult. Seth knew that he could simply siphon the life from one of the bats and then pour that life into Sara, but the melding of the two could leave her forever physically changed in unspeakable ways. Seth knew he could water down the method, so to speak, by pouring into Sara the bat's life force then adding to it the many life spans of man he himself held until the physical effects were all but unnoticeable. But he was afraid that if he increased the ratio of human to bat too far then the bat's incredible healing ability would be lost to the human side of her being. So instead Seth ventured on another course. If he could alter the bat to physically resemble humanity, but retain its natural abilities, he could then increase the ratio of bat to human life within Sara, allowing her to heal quickly but remain physically unchanged. Seth knew it would not be a fast process, and he did not have near enough of the bats to act as subjects to work out the finer details of how the auras were fashioned to work together as a whole. So instead Seth hoped he could work out their major differences, and maybe later fine tune his art.
Seth next began to separate a part of his life force equal to that of the bat’s own life, then thinking better of it, he sent the portion he had separated into Sara to join her life. Then Seth removed the same portion from the woman he loved once again. feared that seeing as his aura had an added piece above and beyond Sara’s, he might inadvertently lend the creature magical abilities of his own, so instead he used a portion of Sara’s life force. Holding the small portion of Sara in his mind, Seth compared it to the life force of the creature before him. The similarities were vast, but so too were the differences. Seth noted that the larger pieces of both auras nearly perfectly mimicked one another, although the intricate details between them were quite different. Seth postulated that where the pattern had been on the bat to create its wings should be where the arms were located on a human's aura. This decided, Seth removed what he believed to be the arm pattern of Sara’s aura within him, and carefully, tediously, placed it where before had been the bat's wing pattern. Finally, much to Seth’s relief, the creature stopped its wailing for a moment as new appendages sprouted from its shoulders.
Seth watched in both horror and wonder as the limbs began to take form. First small nubs pressed out from the bat's flesh, stretching and pulling the skin of the creature as they elongated. Even as Seth was sure the newly forming bones would rupture through the skin, the flesh began to elongate and swell around the newly forming bones and muscle. Within seconds tiny hands sprouted at the ends of the arms, and together each bone, muscle and the flesh swelled and grew until it was finally proportionate to the bat's small body. The change completed, the bat began its squawking again and oddly managed to raise itself to its feet with the new floppy limbs. Unsure how to use the appendages, however, the creature ran around the stone room aimlessly, flapping its new human-like arms from the shoulder, hoping to take flight. Seth could not help but smirk at the sight, finding it more than a little amusing, but this was serious work and Seth again turned his gaze upon the creature's aura.
There were entirely too many large pieces of the greater puzzle to make the process an easy one. It was not as if the creature had a piece for legs, another for arms, another for shoulders, another for feet, one for a head, another for a neck, and that was it. Seth had simply gotten lucky amongst the myriad swirling patterns. So his next choice was no easier than the first. Seth made some assumptions, however, looking at the aura with his newly gained knowledge. The auras were a tangled mass of interwoven patterns and connections, but Seth knew there had to be a logical order to the mass as a whole if only he could find the right perspective. So looking to where the pattern of the arms had been, Seth deduced that all the smaller patterns that had linked it must have something to do with the way the arms connected to the body. Not so much as the physical connection of the arm in the socket of the shoulder, but also ligaments and tendons, muscles, veins, arteries and nerves. Comparing the human to the bat, the human had to have close to a hundred of these small patterns that had connected the arm pattern to the whole, whereas the bat had only two dozen. Now Seth pitied the beast, realizing the poor creature’s misfortune. Seth had given the creature arms but no proper way of controlling them. 
Seth had to get to the details of the transformation. The bat would likely need at least some of the human traits to make the arms usable, but would also need to retain some of its own connections in order to properly supply blood and such to the limbs considering that the two life forms’ circulatory systems were likely vastly different. So Seth went about comparing each individual pattern that had connected the arms to discover nothing of use. Fortunately he had another approach already in place, although it had not worked out so well for the bat's predecessor. One by one Seth stripped each of the connective patterns from the portion of Sara’s aura and placed it where he thought it should go within the bat's own aura, connecting the pattern of the arms with another pattern within its aura. If it had no effect, Seth simply removed it and placed it somewhere else in the same vicinity. If the placement had a negative effect he quickly removed it and tried again. After all, having veins on the outside of the body connecting your arm and torso wasn’t the most attractive feature one could have. So Seth worked placing and moving intricate pattern after intricate pattern for over an hour until he believed he had accomplished his goal. The once bat now moved his new arms with intent, flexing muscles, bending the elbow, clutching his small hands into fists and again relaxing his fingers, discovering his new appendages in earnest. It was a huge improvement over the creature flapping its dead limbs from the shoulder. Seth all the while made mental notes of each of his failures and successes before attempting another major change of the creature.
Through working out the interconnectivity of the patterns within both the human and bat auras, Seth had been able to make some other discoveries. He now could distinguish between patterns of muscle, tendon, ligament, bone and blood vessel, though plugging them into the right places still proved difficult. It was time to tackle the next big alteration, so using this knowledge, Seth looked for a pattern that was connected by all the above, hoping he could next distinguish the legs. Searching with his magical vision and his memory alike, Seth sifted through the bat’s aura once more. Locating another large pattern that met his criteria he gave it a tug. As the pattern snapped out of place, the bat creature collapsed, ceasing all sound and movement as its head began to shrivel and disappear. Seth snapped the piece back into place as quickly as he was able, but it was too late. The beast had already expired.
"Dammit," Seth cursed.
 



* * * * *
Ishanya peered through space and time watching the puppet called Seth dance upon the stage she had created for him. It was to be an extraordinary show, of that the goddess was certain. She watched him struggle with his newfound powers knowing the child was not up to the task of saving his lover. Ishanya took great pleasure in seeing him fail time and again with a task as easy as the one he was trying to perform. She knew no mortal could fully understand the intricacies of building a creature of flesh and blood out of life energy. Yet Seth struggled time and again to grasp things that to Ishanya were basic and simple principals. She realized he may reach some small level of success, but never would he recreate perfection as the gods had done countless times when building the world. Ishanya did not need perfection though. What she wanted was just the opposite in fact. Perfection was understood by her peers upon the immortal plane, but imperfection was not. That which they did not understand they would study for eons before reaching a decision to act. For this Ishanya needed Seth. Not only would he build a great new generation of followers for her, but also, through his pathetic responses to challenges, he would create for her the distractions she would need to destroy her enemies.
Had Ishanya been wearing mortal flesh she would have smiled to herself, reassured that everything was going according to plan. Her puppet moved according to the strings she pulled and he showed no signs of rebelling. In fact, the goddess was certain her puny human minion had no inkling of an idea that Ishanya was involved at all.
 



* * * * *
 
Committing his previous failure to memory, Seth looked up to the ceiling. Picking a target he reached within the creature and stripped its wings away. This time Seth did not bother with his tunic, he simply caught it out of the air and plopped it on the ground to begin wriggling around. Seth started the process all over again, pooling a little more of his immense life force into Sara, then extracting it again, giving the creature arms and connecting each of the tenuous intricate patterns bringing the limbs to life. Finishing the deed in short order, avoiding the head this time, Seth went to work finding another pattern to try and by accident located the rib cage. This poor creature crumpled down in a heap, apparently either breaking its spine or crushing a vital organ and as such Seth was forced to start over again once more.
Seth’s third attempt at the legs was a success, and once he had snapped the bat's leg pattern out of place, the creature fell, smacking its head hard upon the stone floor, knocking itself unconscious. Although Seth had been rather thoughtless as to how losing its legs might cause such a problem, at least for the moment the creature was quiet, allowing him to work. Using the comparison method that had worked for the arms, Seth removed a pattern from his portion of Sara’s aura in the same location, and putting it into place within the bat, he watched as the creature slowly sprouted new human-like legs. Then comparing its connections to those of the arms, Seth was able to create a patchwork of connecting patterns that had no visible ill effects. However, to be sure of his work, Seth now had to wait for the creature to regain consciousness, which fortunately, having the ability to rapidly heal, happened nearly as soon as Seth had completed the transformation. The ensuing reaction from the once bat was priceless from Seth’s perspective.
As the bat regained consciousness it realized it had undergone yet another transformation. Managing to sit up, the blind creature appeared to stare at its legs and scream over and over again as if horrified. Seth knew that the sounds were somehow how the beasts were able to see, but just watching it scream at its legs, pause as if waiting, then scream again, then pause again, then begin the process anew was rather comical. In due time, however, the small humanoid bat began to move and flex its new legs and feet and even wiggle its toes, and shortly thereafter it even attempted to stand which resulted in more comedy, but Seth simply didn’t have the time to enjoy it. 
Seth took his mental notes, and then took a moment to relax and listen to Sara’s heartbeat and breathing. He now felt he could pull off what he planned so long as he had enough time. Not even sure if she could hear him, he told her he was working on a solution and hoped that soon he would be able to help her further. Then Seth, knowing he hadn’t the time to take a break pondered what change he should perform next. He had already located the ribcage and head. Knowing that he would have to tackle these eventually he went for the easier one first. His previous failure on the ribcage he believed was due to his being ill prepared and the bat creature’s upright position. This in mind, Seth grabbed his tunic and tossed it over the beast that still attempted to stand, but wobbling like a toddler, would fall once again. Seth quickly wrapped the tunic tightly around it and using the arms of his tunic like cords, secured the beast’s new legs together with one sleeve, and bound its arms with the other. But even bound as it was, the bat would not remain still enough for Seth to feel safe removing the protective ribcage from its body. Seeing no kind solution, Seth simply repeated what the creature had already done to itself earlier. Grabbing the bat creature's head, Seth firmly bashed it into the stone floor until the beast lost consciousness. It was a wicked and crude method, but it worked. 
Seth knew it would not be long before the creature managed to heal itself, so working quickly he located the matching patterns in both auras and quickly replaced the bat's ribcage and watched as the old one withered and another grew to replace it. There was a moment when Seth thought he had failed, when the new ribs began to form and were so small they squeezed the creature's chest cavity to an unbelievably tiny size.  However, as they expanded the pressure was reduced and the creature thrived. Seth had his work cut out for him. For although the ribcage seemed a rather simple structure of stacked bones, each of those bones was interlaced with muscles and blood vessels, added to which the new ribs came complete with abdominal muscles that would need to be properly connected through an intricate patchwork. The number of connections to the ribcage pattern in the greater scope of the total aura was immense. The human body had hundreds of connecting patterns here, and the bat had numbers near equal to those of the humans. But being able to distinguish the various connecting patterns, Seth was more easily able to compare the two and sort out their differences. Making a few minor adjustments, several dozen swaps and a couple of small alterations, in less than two hours Seth had himself a miniature batman with humanoid torso, legs and arms. Overall, if Seth could get the creature to wear a hood, it could pass as a small child, but the head was still a problem yet to be solved.
Seth had identified the location of the head pattern already and had found out that he could not remove it as a whole. Instead he would have to work with the smaller patterns within it. It was a daunting task, for inside the head were hundreds of tiny patterns, and within some of those patterns were thousands of interconnected miniscule patterns, and within those were thousands more and Seth did not have the time to sort out millions of minute details. He would have to instead work to change the creature’s main physical features. Seth had no idea how he could alter some of those without catastrophic results. The shape of the bat's skull differed greatly from that of a human, but Seth could puzzle out no way to remove and replace it without instantly killing the beast. So for now Seth ignored the skull in an attempt to try and locate some of the actual facial features. 
Upon close investigation, Seth realized that most of the smallest and tiniest patterns were similar to those of nerve connections, and so associated them with either the spine or brain and as such steered clear of them at all costs. Some of the larger pieces, however, had their own connective patterns to both muscle and bone and so could be the mouth, lips, eyes or nose, but there were more puzzle pieces than the creature had facial features, so it was a process that cost Seth four more bats. He had already dwindled the population of bats in the room down to only nine more. Seth worked smart after losing the most human of the bats. He began with the facial features of each of the ensuing bats, saving him immense amounts of work each time and he finally worked out all the facial features and inner mouth and throat muscle structure. Seth re-mutated this final creature’s arms, legs and ribcage as well. 
Although very happy with his progress, Seth simply could not get his mind around the alteration of the skull. He could attempt to locate and change the bat's own skull pattern, but the slightest mistakes could cost him several more of the few remaining bats, if not all of them, and if they were all lost, so too was Sara. Seth believed he had located the swirling web representing the skull, having had to attach the connective patterns of muscles from the facial features all to the same bone connections. But just knowing where it was, was of little use. Seth pondered the dilemma for hours as his miniature man creature worked out some of the finer details of using his new arms and legs as well as sight. This, however, forced Seth to close his eyes to better concentrate without the distraction of an apparent toddler in the room. Seth was lost deep in thought pondering his predicament when he was struck simultaneously by both his solution and a great pain in his leg.
Opening his eyes to see the cause of the pain Seth was momentarily frozen in shock and disgust. The small bastard had apparently managed to crawl or waddle his way across the room to Seth, and apparently had chosen Seth as an acceptable food source. It had sunk his little razor sharp teeth into Seth’s calf muscle where he now began to gnaw viciously. Appalled at the beast’s actions, Seth kicked out at the creature with his other leg, sending it somersaulting across the floor to crash in a heap against the far wall with a scream of pain and a crunch. Seth, fearing his work ruined, watched the creature a moment to assure himself he had not killed it before looking to his own leg.
Seth bled from the dozens of small penetrating wounds, but overall the damage to his leg was not major, so retrieving his tunic he wrapped it around the injury and cinched it tight to keep pressure on the wound. Returning his gaze to the creature, his solution in hand, he simply waited for the bat to heal before he continued. But before Seth had the opportunity to progress further, the creature revealed its true nature. Seth had in fact witnessed the process before but hadn’t thought too deeply into the implications of how it could affect his work until now. For not only had the creature fed upon his flesh, but in doing so the beast had somehow siphoned off a very small portion of Seth’s immense life force. Without giving Seth the time to react to the realization, the bat creature twisted and altered Seth’s life force creating of it a small replica of its own original life force before allowing the two sparks of life to intertwine and become one. The beast began to mutate again.
Seth watched in horror as his hours of work were destroyed. He could perform it again he knew, but it was a loss none the less. Restoring to a small degree a portion of its prior physical form. twisting and withering its new human appendages and features, the creature became grotesque, misshapen and wretched creature with long boney fingers with a thin film of flesh between them. Its legs had withered and its feet twisted at odd angles, the toes becoming pointier. Its facial features were ruined as its eyes had taken on a milky hue. Seth was distraught. He had found a way to alter the skull without killing the creature and yet the little beast had thwarted all his efforts. Even through this major setback, however, Seth found knowledge.
With his expanded mental capacity Seth could recall memories in vivid detail, and looking to the ceiling at the remaining bats that still clung there, Seth realized that each of them had changed quite a bit from the time that they had arrived. No mortal eye would have noted the change, but through Seth’s vision of the gods he could see that each of the bats had become noticeably diminished. Each of their auras had shrunk greatly throughout the day, and Seth imagined that at this rate, none of the bats would survive another week. This fact explained the creature’s strange feeding habits. The bats had to sustain both their bodies and their souls, so to speak. As such, they gained nourishment from the animals they fed upon through siphoning off their blood, as well as replenishing their rapidly failing life forces in the process. Without feeding, the creatures would die within days, not of starvation, but their bodies would simply cease to have the spark of life within them as if they had died from old age. Seth made sense of the situation in short order, but also realized that much of the day had passed as the light filtering down from the room above had begun to fade. Fearing the bats would leave when darkness came, Seth returned to his work, starting over with the horribly mutated creature across the room from him.
Stripping the creature of both its twisted legs and grotesque malformed arms, Seth rendered the monster immobile. Then he repeated the process to remove and re-grow the beast yet another human ribcage and abdomen, and then deciding against facial features for the moment, Seth next decided to test his skull theory. Pouring yet more of his own life force into Sara, Seth removed several small portions equal to that of the bat's aura, keeping each portion separate. Knowing he could not remove the skull pattern from the beast's life force Seth set about doing something he had done hundreds of times, although not in this capacity. It was a simple solution if it worked as Seth intended, and just as he had melded wolf with human, Seth went about extracting only the skull pattern of one portion of Sara’s aura within him, and attempted to meld the pattern with the skull pattern of the bat. Just as he hoped, within seconds the creature's skull became more humanoid. Seth repeated the process several more times and each time he melded more portions of human skull pattern to the bat skull pattern, the more human the beast appeared. 
Again and again Seth repeated the process, nearly eliminating all traces of the bat's previous skull, but for the life of him Seth could not get the two upper canine teeth to cooperate. They had become more proportionate to the rest of the human teeth in the creature’s mouth, but still looked slightly too long and a bit too sharp. No matter how many times Seth repeated the process of combining human with bat, the teeth refused to alter beyond this point. It was a minor detail, barely distinguishable in fact, but Seth wanted Sara to remain perfect when he healed her. However, he supposed this one tiny flaw could be overlooked, and so went about the process of completing the creature’s facial features for a second time. Having an almost perfect human face, Seth then restored to the beast a new pair of arms and legs, completing the transformation. But this time Seth knew he could not let the creature feed.
Removing both the tunic from his injured leg, and the belt that held his trousers, Seth cautiously approached, remaining clear of the little man's teeth. Capturing the unsteady creature was easy enough and Seth soon had the beast hog-tied with his belt, laying face down upon the tunic. Seth admired his work appreciatively, having altered the beast’s physical appearance nearly entirely to resemble that of a miniature human. Though the physical changes were amazing Seth had one last test for the small creature, hoping he had left all the beast's inherent abilities intact. Returning to his pile of armor, Seth retrieved his sword before returning to his captive. Then, grabbing the top of the small creature’s head, Seth wrenched its neck back, exposing its throat. Careful to replicate Sara’s wound exactly, Seth drew his blade down the side of the creature’s neck slicing through both the main artery and vein there. Seth waited as the creature bled out in less than a minute. Watching the spark of life in the creature begin to diminish rapidly Seth knew inwardly that he had failed. Somewhere in the transformation process he must have damaged the beast's ability to heal swiftly. Either that or even these creatures' amazing ability was not great enough to recover from such a wound. Seth did not know which was the case as he turned to Sara, having failed her yet again.
Taking his place upon the floor, Seth shifted to lift Sara’s head as the last of the evening’s light began to fade from the room and the remaining bats began to stir. It was then that the creature, Seth’s ultimate failure, began to thrash about wildly. Seth looked, expecting to witness the beast’s death throes, but found that it had indeed managed to heal, though the process had drained the creature of an immense amount of life, so much in fact that it was unlikely it would survive the night. So diminished, Seth wondered if the beast would have enough life left to have his intended effect upon Sara. Doubting his prisoner would be enough, Seth turned his gaze upwards to the now stirring bats, just as they began to drop from the ceiling and take wing, one by one fleeing through the portal in the stone above, disappearing into the night. 
No time to waste, Seth jumped back to his feet and reaching out with his mind stole one of the last bat’s wings mid-flight. Careening into the wall the beast came crashing down from above where Seth caught it before releasing it upon the ground below him. Looking back up, Seth watched as the final bat climbed through the air, flapping its great wings, to exit the chamber. Seth targeted this beast as it made the hole in the ceiling, and as it cleared the hole it too dropped from the air wingless, bouncing off the floor of the chamber above before it came spinning down through the portal and through the air into Seth’s waiting arms below.
Having two more subjects to work upon, Seth gauged Sara’s progress. With the current rate of her dwindling aura, she had until sometime in the early morning. Feeling assured he could complete them both before dawn, Seth went to work transforming his latest two victims. Seth worked on through the night, perfecting his transformations, and two hours before the sun rose Seth was finished. His first completed creature had expired during the night, so Seth had used the belt to bind one of his latest mutations and the tunic to bind the other. This time however Seth was careful and kept them well enough away from him and Sara, as well as from each other, so that no one accidentally got bitten. Seth felt assured that one of the small creatures would suffice, but having a back-up couldn’t hurt his chances. Now Seth was ready, and his plan was simple.
Seth needed to join the once-bat creature’s life force with Sara’s when her own life force was near diminished, making the larger portion of her aura like that of the bat creature, giving her the optimum opportunity to heal quickly. But the risk was twofold. Not only was she losing her life's power at an alarming rate already, but the healing process itself would consume a large portion of her life force. If Seth did not time the transfer precisely Sara would be lost to him forever.
Gauging once again Sara’s remaining time Seth made his last preparations at an attempt to save her life. Reaching across the circular stone room with a tendril of his magical mental power, Seth snatched the altered life force of one of his creations and contained it within himself, holding the life prisoner. Seth then reached inward and drew out several small portions of his own immense life force and too held them at the ready. Prepared as best as he was able, Seth waited for the precise moment he would need to take action.
 



* * * * *
 
Sara remained in darkness lost to the world, lost to the man she loved and lost to everything and everyone she had ever known. She wished only that she had been able to tell Seth goodbye, for even now she knew she was faltering. Sara had no idea how long she had been swallowed in this eternal darkness, only that it felt to her an eternity had already come and gone. She assumed that she had died at the battle with Seth clinging to her body, but she hoped that somehow he had managed to live and that even without her he could somehow find happiness and peace. 
Sara alone knew the thin line Seth walked in entirety, and was aware that it was her love and encouragement that kept him from faltering and falling into despair over his many responsibilities and loyalties. Seth was an uncommonly burdened man in a vicious balancing act where any false step could lead him down a path of ruin, not only for himself but for all those to whom he swore his allegiances. Sara feared that in her absence Seth might lose his way, becoming obsessed with his newfound power, and destroy the relationships he held with all he loved and cared for. There were others who loved him and looked out for him, but Sara loved him like no other ever could. Although it would be so easy for Sara to now let go of her tenuous hold to this incorporeal plane of darkness between the world of the living and the abyss of the dead, she could not let go of Seth. It was her love for him that kept her here, and his love for her that lent her the strength to remain, but something was slowly wasting away from her and with it her grasp upon this plane began to loosen. 
 



Chapter 4
Unlikely Allies and Unwanted Responsibility
 
 
 
Borrik awoke slowly just before dawn, and although he felt rested he could not bring himself to open his eyes, wanting just a few more moments’ reprieve. The night had been odd for Borrik, filled with strange dreams and nightmares, but even the nightmares seemed to deepen his rest. He had dreamed of many normal things throughout the night, if you could truly call the dreams of a half-man half-wolf normal. Some of his dreams were even enticingly pleasant, arousing urges within him he had not felt in many years. Borrik had dreamed of a pack of wolves racing through some unknown forest in an unfamiliar land, and also of rutting with more than one of the bitches in his pack. It was an odd dream for a human priest, but not odd at all for an alpha wolf. But those dreams were fairly normal Borrik supposed, remembering them both fondly, his eyes remaining closed. 
It was the vision of Seth and Sara that seemed an oddity to him. During the darkest hours of the night, as Borrik lay asleep upon the naked ground, he had had a vision that to most would have been described as a nightmare of his master and the woman he loved. In the vision both Seth and Sara had been altered into vicious monsters that ravaged members of their own kind, feeding upon their flesh with insatiable hunger. Though the vision had been a dark macabre thing filled with blood and gore, it had brought a form of peace to Borrik as he slept, lending him a deeper belief that his master had managed to survive his magical blast, and beyond that, had somehow managed to resurrect his fallen lover. 
As Borrik lay upon the earth, his eyes closed, he slowly gained higher levels of consciousness and the details of the night's dreams began to fade. With the fading came a rush of images from his pack, each of them more urgent than the last, but such was the jumble of thoughts and emotions, Borrik could make no sense of them. Against his will he opened his eyes and was caught completely off guard. Unsure what had ensued as he slumbered, and looking around himself, the immense wolf man found himself surrounded with dozens of pairs of eyes locked upon him.
It was by far the most unpleasant awakening Borrik could recall in his entire life, and he could not believe he hadn't awoken sooner. But startled to complete wakefulness, Borrik regarded his men gathered around him. Finally beginning to make sense of their onslaught of unspoken messages, Borrik turned his gaze to his own feet, or rather the two forms that slept curled into one another at his feet.
Sometime in the night Seth’s two feminine feline creations had crept into camp unnoticed even by the watch that had been set. For some reason or another, probably  to cause mischief, the pair of exotic beauties had curled up at Borrik’s feet, where they now remained, themselves just beginning to stir. Borrik’s troops were at a complete loss as to what to do with the pair of feline girls. They had allowed the intruders to slip through their defenses, a huge failure on their part, but the pair had done no harm either. The pack of two dozen of Seth’s magnificent wolf men and women were at a complete loss. Their feral instincts told them to kill and perhaps eat the girls, their human instincts told them to leave the girls alone as they had done nothing to warrant mistreatment, but none had been given any orders as how to react to such an intrusion and as such each looked to Borrik for some guidance.
Borrik could feel his troop's dilemma, and more or less it amused him as he waved them away with a gesture, not only answering their questioning gazes with the gesture but also sparing the girls the shock of waking amongst a ring of feral men with lusty hunger in their eyes. Seth’s second-in-command watched as the two young women began to stretch their muscles and joints, their bodies entwined with one another. Unlike his kind, these feline women wore bare chests, their humanly breasts and abdomens all the way down to below their navel remaining naked, leaving no curve or portion of their anatomy to the imagination. The remainder of their body, apart from a great portion of their faces, was covered in a short soft coat of golden honey-colored fur, with spots shaped like rings of a darker, richer color akin to that of copper. The girls stretched and yawned together for long moments before either bothered to open their eyes. Borrik observed as, disentangling themselves, the girls petted and caressed one another erotically, taking both comfort and pleasure in the other. The show aroused Borrik unnaturally and he was forced to turn his gaze elsewhere lest his feral urges overcome him. Calming himself, Borrik rose to his feet and began to stretch his own muscles, wishing he had taken the time the night before to remove his armor. Finally, after long minutes of purring and pawing one another, the feline sisters opened their eyes, and leaning into one another sat upon the ground staring at Borrik, a mischievous smirk on both their faces.
Borrik, not knowing what he was supposed to do with the pair, simply waited to see what they would do next. Several more moments passed but they carried on staring at him and he gazed back in annoyed silence until he could take no more.
"What do you girls want?" Borrik asked. His tone clearly showed his annoyance, but at least he had managed not to bark at the girls.
"Who said we want something?" the older girl replied. Borrik realized he was unlikely to get a direct answer. Damned cats, why were they always so evasive?
"Well then girls, why are you here? You could have been hurt strolling into camp like that," Borrik pointed out.
"We came to see where you were heading." This time it was the younger girl who spoke, a sly grin parting her lips.
"We're headed north," Borrik replied. "You’re welcome to travel with us," he added, knowing the girls were ill prepared to wander alone.
"Why north?" The elder girl spoke again.
"We're looking for Lord Seth. We believe him alive and so we search for him," Borrik responded.
"Then why north?" the younger girl demanded. Apparently they were taking turns aggravating Borrik.
"Our men have split up to cover all of the human lands, and seeing as those lands are primarily to the north, that is our direction," Borrik said, clearly irritated.
"That’s a shame," the older girl replied.
"We can't come with you," the younger girl added.
"What? Why?" Borrik questioned, thoroughly confused.
"Because Lord Seth isn't north, silly dog," the younger female snickered.
Now Borrik was becoming truly annoyed with the girls’ game. If they had some information, for insanity's sake, why would they not just spit it out?
"Listen here girls," Borrik said in a menacing tone and jutted his finger in their faces, to which the younger girl responded in a way Borrik had never imagined. As he pointed at them she raised her paw and batted at his finger half a dozen times like a kitten with a string.
"Sorry I do that sometimes," the young girl apologized, blood flowing into her cheeks. "It's just dangly things...I can’t resist it."
Borrik was momentarily at a loss for words, but knew he needed to question them further.
"Why is it you say Lord Seth is not to the north?" Borrik asked. This time Borrik tried a different approach and made sure not to sound too stern or serious, playing the girls’ own game.
"Because he's not," both girls replied in unison. They were enjoying the game immensely.
"How would you girls know where he is, if he isn’t to the north?" Borrik asked. This time he sounded doubtful, hoping to lure the girls into answering his questions as if he didn’t believe them.
"A kitty always knows where their master is." This time it was the older girl who answered, a cocky tone to her voice.
"I see." Borrik answered. "If it is so simple then why won’t you tell me where he is?" Borrik questioned further. It was an odd feeling, but Borrik believed the girls. Cats were mysterious creatures, whose minds worked in puzzling ways. Borrik had watched strays upon the streets of the city of Valdadore for years, and although they always appeared to meander aimlessly, if you watched them long enough you would soon realize that they only and always moved with purpose.
"We can’t tell you, poor li’l puppy," the younger girl replied. She was attempting to set him back on edge.
"But we can show you," the older girl added.
"Why can’t you tell me?" Borrik asked, honestly interested in the answer.
"Because we have never been there, and don’t know where there is," the older girl said.
"Please explain yourself," Borrik replied, realizing this conversation could go on for days.
"We can feel him, and I assure you he isn’t north," the younger girl answered. She had a saddened tone to her voice now, upset that the word game was over.
"Can I count on you two girls to lead us to him?" Borrik asked, his tone serious once again. This time neither of the girls was quick to form a response, and looking into each other’s faces, as if communicating telepathically, they sat silently for a moment before once again turning their attention back to Borrik.
"We will lead you to him, though at a distance," the older sister offered.
"Yeah, you doggies smell terrible," the younger girl explained.
Having his answer, Borrik subliminally gave two orders simultaneously to his men. First he ordered all of his men to collect their things and prepare to leave, and second Borrik ordered four of his men to find the rest of his troops that were scattered across the lands and bring them as quickly as possible to catch up. His orders given, Borrik then relayed to his men that they were changing direction and heading east through the forest, having ascertained at least the direction in which their master could be located. Before he could even finish relaying his orders, Borrik watched as the sisters rose and raced off into the trees heading due east. Borrik was not concerned. He would be able to follow the girls' scent easily enough, and as for their own safety, Borrik did not imagine the girls would race too far ahead. In less than ten minutes Borrik and his troops broke camp and began to give chase. Borrik could not help revealing a wolfish grin when he realized the irony of a pack of wolf men chasing down a pair of feline females.
 



* * * * *
Seth remained at the ready for nearly three hours. He watched as Sara’s life slowly drained away, knowing he would only get one attempt to save her. Seth felt in his heart that his plan would succeed, and that there were no other possible options for him to choose from. Thus decided, Seth hoped he had a good understanding of what he was about to do. He knew instinctively that there could be unwanted consequences from this course of action, but with no other available options what choice did he have? He had spent all the time available to him perfecting his plan and so lowering the risks of possible side effects to a level he felt was safe for the woman he loved. So he watched, long into the night, as Sara slowly and inevitably slipped from this world into the next. Seeing Sara’s aura draining away, Seth waited until the very last possible moment when her aura was barely perceptible even to his trained eyes. As the last fading morsels of Sara’s own life diminished Seth rushed to carry out his plan.
His hand resting upon Sara’s bare forehead, Seth released the life within him that previously sustained his first altered bat and sent it coursing through her body. Watching nervously for any sign whatsoever, Seth, in the darkness of their chamber, could perceive no change in the dying woman he adored. As he had expected the life flowed into Sara flawlessly, melding with what little remained of her own aura, and as expected it still continued to dwindle. Though he saw no immediate signs of improvement, Seth was still relieved that as far as he was able to distinguish, Sara had not altered physically in any way. With nothing else to do for the moment, Seth simply continued to watch with his vision of the gods as Sara’s newly mutated aura too slowly diminished. Seth did not wait long. Only moments after infusing Sara with the foreign life force, she took a dramatic, though expected, turn for the worse.
Just as Seth had intended, the bat's ability to heal quickly had transferred to Sara. However in her dire state, with little precious blood in her veins and a gaping wound on her neck, Seth had not expected the reaction to happen so violently. Seth scrambled both in fear and excitement as Sara’s aura began to pulse faster and faster as the power within her began to drain at an alarming rate while at the same time her entire body began to give off its own eerie glow. With the glow spreading through her body, Sara’s aura began to dwindle faster and faster, and as if taken by the throes of a fever, Sara began to thrash about the floor violently. Seth tried to restrain her, using his own body weight to press her down to keep her from injuring herself further, but it availed him little. Sara, infused with the alien power, was altering in levels beyond Seth’s understanding, but the results were nearly exactly what he had hoped for. As Sara’s ghostly glow began to fade, blood once again began to flow from the wound in her neck. Then Seth realized his error. Sara’s aura was growing incredibly weak once again, her body having consumed the very power sustaining her life to recreate the blood her body needed for survival. Trying to work around her thrashing limbs, Seth tore from his tunic a scrap of cloth and pressed it firmly into the wound in Sara’s neck. If he could not staunch the flow of blood, her body would be forced to continue creating more and more blood as it flowed out to pool on the floor, never giving her a chance to mend the wound from which the blood escaped. Watching as Sara’s glowing subsided, Seth recognized there was no longer life enough within her to sustain the healing process. 
Seth hesitated a moment, weighing his options. Sara’s heart was beating near a regular level again, and after a moment Seth too found that she breathed deep, full breaths. But she was bleeding profusely once again, and without action he would soon find himself exactly where he had begun. His hand covered in blood, Seth continued to keep pressure on Sara’s wound and reached inside himself to extract one portion of his own life that he had already separated for Sara. It was a small portion, a portion equal to that of maybe half a human life. Seth feared if he gave Sara too much human aura at one time the healing effects of the bat's aura would be watered down to an unusable level, though this was only an assumption, a fact Seth had no real way of testing or proving. Seth poured the small portion of energy into Sara and watched as it melded with her own aura. Sara’s aura swelled, then began to deplete rapidly as the glow from her skin returned. 
Feeling the flesh actually move beneath his bloodied hand, Seth pulled back his makeshift wound dressing and watched as the flesh and muscle upon Sara’s neck began to mend themselves back together. Though it was dark in the chamber, Sara’s own light, emanating from her healing body, revealed the process to Seth who looked on with both curiosity and awe. Seth reeled back as what appeared to be steam issued out from the wound, and feeling the heat upon his face, he assumed the body's ability to heal must also be able to defeat infection in this manner. Next Seth watched as the small severed muscles within Sara’s neck appeared to crawl and undulate back together as the very fibers reached out to grasp one another. These very same muscle fibers wove themselves and twisted around one another as they began to heal and flow together again as one, as if the injury had never even been sustained. The last of the blood flow ceased and the very skin upon Sara’s neck seemed to blur at the edges of the wound, and without even the slightest scar, the flesh appeared to simply regenerate until the wound was completely covered, leaving only the wet blood that had escaped it moments before as evidence. 
Sara had managed to mend herself. So far as Seth could tell the healing was complete. Sara’s thrashing and convulsing had stopped, and the rapid depletion of her aura had subsided. She lay peacefully now upon the floor, breathing calm regular breaths, her heart beating as it should. Seth exhaled loudly, tears of joy brimming his eyes, knowing he had succeeded. Sara was alive and safe, though still unconscious, and she rested tranquilly. Seth was sure she would awake in short order.  Unfinished, he took a moment to appraise Sara’s aura and realized that in his concern for her and his rush to save her, in his idiot mind that seemed so vast and limitless he had made a vital mistake. 
It was an error he had already reasoned out earlier, yet he had not thought about the implications of the process he had chosen to save Sara’s life. Seth’s plan was ended, and though successful, it was unfinished and he could not complete the process. He had stolen the life from his altered bat creature and as such it had infused with Sara’s aura, changing it and mutating it, making Sara’s aura more like its own. But the second half of Seth’s plan was to water down the bat's mutation with his own aura by giving Sara a large portion of his own aura. Seth would be giving the power to Sara willingly though, and so it would change to conform to her own current life force, providing her with extended life indeed, but having no effect on the bat's alterations to her. Seth knew he needed to imbue Sara with more power. In her current state she had little aura remaining after consuming it to heal. She had perhaps days, a week or two at most. Seth felt defeated once again by his own actions. He had to give her more life, which would in fact strengthen the mutated aura within Sara, making it grow larger and more profound. He knew he could, at a later date, take the life of many humans to then complete the process, but had no idea when that time might come. So it was that Seth found himself with quite a dilemma. The longer he extended Sara’s life now, the more lives he would have to take down the road to return her to as much human as possible. 
Seth was torn. He had no idea how long it might be before he could complete the process, so he knew he must now give Sara more life for her body to feed upon.  But what if, while they were waiting to complete the change, Sara became injured again. She would need the bat's aura within her to be strong so that she might heal to reach the day when Seth could complete her change. Seth knew what he must do, though he did not like it. Again he would be forced to make a sacrifice. Seth reached within himself and extracted energy enough to equal the life spans of twenty men. Watching as it changed and mutated to match Sara’s own current aura, Seth let it pour into her, swelling her aura to a great level. Someday soon, Seth knew, he would be forced to kill several hundred of his own kind to undo what he had done to Sara. He hoped that Sara would forgive him this mistake, and understand it was his love for her that led him to this end. Now all Seth could do was wait until she regained consciousness, and hopefully she would hear his pleas and forgive him.
 



* * * * *
 
     Sara, lost in nothingness, felt herself fading. Her tenuous hold to this plane of emptiness was quickly slipping away, and for that she was afraid. Physically she could feel nothing, and in this place she could neither hear nor see anything either. Mentally however, Sara could feel herself slipping away, though where she would go from here was unknown. She clung desperately to the nothingness until her very will trembled with the strain, and when she could hold no longer, the vortex within the nothingness pulling her away, she prayed to no god in particular that Seth would carry on without her and find peace and happiness.
As Sara’s final moment in the plane between life and death was upon her, something changed. It was not a perceptible change in the blackness of her surroundings, but more a change from within. Something alien had entered her consciousness and for a moment Sara could feel it trying to escape her. Then as quickly as it came it vanished. As the new presence dissipated, Sara felt herself renewed, both her energy and her determination to remain redoubled and again she clung to the nothingness, unwilling to relinquish her hold. Then Sara felt the energy. It was something within her yet somehow not a part of her. She could feel it changing her and altering her, becoming one with her, and for a reason beyond her own understanding, it brought her pleasure. For with this new energy within her Sara felt powerful for the first time in her existence, she felt whole. Something about the energy made her more than she was, or more complete than she had ever been. Even here in an abyss of nothingness, Sara felt she could hold on for an eternity with this new power that had become one with her. But then just as the power came she felt it slipping away.
Sara feared that this was to be one of the trials of the plane between life and death. She dreaded an eternity where she would be given the strength to hold on, only to have it taken from her again until she began to slip. Sara feared the process would repeat in an unending, maddening cycle to torture her. As her fear seemed to begin to become reality, something else changed. As the new power within her grew weaker and weaker, the nothingness around her began to gain substance. Not in a physical way where she could see any change, but she could feel her body again, thrashing and twisting, heaving and bucking. Also she knew now that she lay upon her back, whereas before she thought herself floating in limbo. Sara reveled in the moment, feeling for the first time in what seemed like forever a portion of something familiar to her. Then as the foreign power that had joined with her drained away further, so too did her connection with her body. Fear assailed her once again, but this time it was very short lived. As her connection to her mortal body began to wane, Sara again felt power surge through her. For a moment Sara was lost in the ecstasy it brought with it, but as the ecstasy relinquished, she found herself, much to her amazement, free of the plane of nothingness. Sara was finally at home. She had somehow returned to her body, and though she realized that she slept, she could once again feel, hear and breathe. Once again within herself, she felt at peace.
Sara lay unconscious, yet her mind was reeling at the blissful return to her current state for many a moment. She wanted to awake, hoping to find Seth near and learn of all that had happened in her absence, but for the moment she let her body rest and enjoyed her returned connection with mortality. Sara drifted between conscious thought and unconscious dreams on and off as her body became fully reconnected with her consciousness. Somewhere between a dream and a memory Sara found herself once again assaulted, and overcome, by excruciating pleasure. Something inside her snapped and the wall between her and the world around her fell away. With something between a gasp for air and a moan of pleasure, Sara’s back arched off the floor beneath her as her muscles tensed in a pleasurable stretch and she opened her eyes.
Sara looked up to the man she loved, a smile parting her lips, and found that he too was smiling, but something about his demeanor was off. Sara glanced around their surroundings to see if the trouble in Seth’s eyes was a concern beyond that of her understanding. Though look as she may, from her current position upon the floor, she could find nothing of terrible concern. In fact it appeared they were alone in a stone chamber of some sort that was lit by an eerie green glow that emanated and reflected off everything in the room. Returning her gaze to Seth she was saddened to find his awkward smile replaced by a look of pure, wretched pain.
 



* * * * *
 
Seth watched as Sara began to stir with mixed emotions. He was elated that he had succeeded in saving her life, but fearful of what consequences his actions might have. Seth knew not if Sara would be the same person, or in her alteration had changed to something more primitive or feral like that of his wolf troops. He worried that her view of the world may have skewed, her understanding warped. Mostly Seth feared that Sara may have been altered to something less than human and that he could no longer connect with her as he had before, or for whatever reason her love for him was lost in the transformation. So watching her eyes flutter open he tried to greet her with a smile and watched as she then looked from him to around the dark chamber. Finally Sara’s gaze returned to Seth and he knew, though afraid, he needed to ascertain her current mental state.
"Hello my angel," Seth said hesitantly.
"Hi, was I gone long?" Sara replied, her throat feeling a bit hoarse.
"A day and a half, two at most. How are you feeling?" Seth asked, a tone of concern in his voice.
"I feel..." Sara paused taking note of her body. "I feel amazing. I think that somehow I have changed. I feel stronger, more complete, more...powerful."
"Really?" Seth asked and continued without waiting for a response. "I was afraid that you might have changed in a bad way. Are you sure you are OK?"
"How would I have changed?" Sara asked, worry consuming her features as well.
Seth was forced to relate the tale of how he had somehow magically transported them to this location. How without a healer he had no viable option other than trying to mend her wounds himself. He even explained to her, to the best of his ability, how he had through trial and error transformed the great bats into the likeness of human beings, and then used their life, and their amazing healing abilities, to save her life. All the while Seth apologized and begged forgiveness, swearing that as soon as he was able, he would complete the process, restoring her as best as he was able to her former position among humanity. After relating his tale, and watching Sara’s features change as her emotions swayed this way then that, Seth waited patiently for any form of response.
Several long minutes passed as Sara on several occasions looked as if to respond, then turned her gaze elsewhere within the stone room to ponder the story further. She was not angry in the least at Seth’s actions. As far as she could tell, his actions had brought forth no dire consequences. She did indeed feel amazing. Her body felt stronger, faster, even lighter than before, though she knew this could be due to not eating in a few days, along with her body burning off weight in an attempt to heal. So far as she could tell none of Seth’s fears were founded on anything at all. How could she possibly be angry with the one man she loved more than life itself for saving her? A mischievous thought coming to mind, Sara once again returned her gaze to Seth.
"How could I possibly forgive you?" Sara asked with mock disdain.
Seth could not even manage a response, his heart seemed to stop beating and fall into the pit of his stomach. Broken as surely as a glass smashed upon stone, Seth’s head fell to his chest.
"What I mean is," Sara continued, "how can I forgive something that requires no forgiveness?"
Seth raised his head, hope restored, with a huge grin beginning to spread across his face.
"If anything I must do my best to repay such a debt with both my love...and my body," Sara said, her mischievous grin parting her lips. 
Without another word Sara rolled her body over, and rising to all fours, sprang at Seth like an animal stalking its prey. Defying her size and the limited space available to them, Sara lunged more gracefully than any cat Seth had ever seen, yet more powerfully than a charging bull. Pinning him to the ground with her own body, Sara began to kiss Seth both relentlessly and passionately. It was then, in the deep gloom of their chamber, that Seth realized the first of the changes in Sara. Like she had said she was stronger, even faster and more graceful than before. But with their lips locked, and their tongues fighting for dominance, Seth discovered a slight physical alteration as well. Just as in the damned bat creature he had used to restore Sara to life, the front upper canine teeth had become slightly enlarged. Not to the point to look awkward, but enough that if she were to bite down on his lip, she would surely draw blood. Seth hoped beyond hope that this slight physical alteration was the worst that he had done to Sara, though his hope would be short lived.
 



Chapter 5
A Solemn Return and a Dark Revelation
 
The solemn procession of the king’s mounted advisors and councilors, along with the many heads of various orders and the remaining Knights of Valdadore rode swiftly back to the castle city of Valdadore. Normally such a procession would be slow moving, slowed by carts burdened with the remains of the honored deceased. But having no such remains the procession raced on, ever nearing the city. Only armor, weapons and personal effects remained of the fallen king and his many honored knights who had fallen in the final blast of the battle. Much of the funeral had yet to be planned. The procession had only stopped once along the trek back home, in Raven's Hold. The men had spent but a single night within the black walls of that castle city and no decisions whatsoever had been made. The king's absence left a great void. With no one being chosen to lead in his stead, there was a vacuum at the heart of the kingdom which too many power hungry mongrels were looking to fill. Thus no funeral arrangements had been made, and many of those in the procession were in a hurry to return home, not to lay to rest the memory of their king, but to lay a foundation of followers so that they could themselves claim the throne.
Garret rode in silence upon his great white imperial steed. It was a magnificent beast whose bloodlines had been documented for centuries. These animals were bred to perfection with a precise balance of intelligence, strength and stamina. Garret and the rest of the procession were fortunate for this fact, for it was several days ride back to the city of Valdadore. After their brief stay at Raven's Hold the horses had been pushed hard, none wanting to stop for rest until within the walls of their own city. Even now Garret could see the tops of the towers in the city beginning to appear on the horizon. A few more hours at best and they would reach their destination.
Garret did not know what to expect when he reached Valdadore. His own conscience was burdened beyond belief at the loss of his king whom he was sworn to protect and his mentor Sirus, and the possible death of his brother Garret felt somehow responsible for each of the losses and as such the deaths weighed heavily upon his soul. He had already decided against sending word to his father in Vineleaf, for he still held hope that his brother lived. Garret wanted nothing more than to strike out on his own, as did Borrik the great wolf man that Seth had created to be his second-in-command. But Garret had too much responsibility to simply drop everything to go searching for his brother who may or may not still be alive. Garret clung to hope that he would be reunited with Seth some day in the near future, but knew the effort that reunited them would not be his own. 
Garret had also taken upon himself the responsibility of delivering the sorrowful news to Sasha, the now widow to his fallen mentor Sirus, the proprietor of the King’s Herald inn. It was perhaps not his duty to deliver the news, but the woman had shown Garret and his companions such kindness in the past that he could not help but see to the task himself. It was a dire duty that he assigned himself to, but none the less he would perform it honorably, just as any other Knight of Valdadore would.
So much was as yet undecided, Garret feared the kingdom might fall apart. Several men were obviously setting themselves up to try and fill the position of king, but Garret somehow doubted any of them vying for the position would be able to fill the previous king's shoes. King Valdadore had been an honorable man. Blessed by the god Gorandor he had lived an unnaturally long life, and though he appeared only a man of his mid-forties or early fifties, in fact he had been reigning as king for over two centuries. Very few lived who remembered a time when he was not the king. He had been a man of true honor, who did not lead for personal gain, but instead for the better of his own people. He made laws not to enslave those under his protection, but to give them freedom and safety. Most of those with an eye on the throne now were not such men, and their reasons for wanting to rule were not near as honorable as their predecessor’s. Garret did not know if his position as a knight would hold any weight, but with Sirus and the king both fallen, as well as several other Knights of Valdadore, Garret had found himself filling a position within the king’s council. Even though at present there was no king to preside over such a council, it would be up to them, as a whole, to decide who would take up the role to lead the kingdom. Garret, much by fate, had been given a voice though he wondered, given his lack of experience, if any would hear him.
Never in his life had Garret learned anything about politics, though he reasoned he was as sound as anyone else to have a say in the kingdom’s future. Political struggle was not what the kingdom needed at present anyhow. What the kingdom needed was time to heal and a leader who would not abuse the people. Garret had a couple candidates in mind, but even so, he did not know any of them well enough to lend voice to their cause. He knew that if he was to help the kingdom, he would have to get to know every man and woman on the council, learn what ambitions drove them and discover what qualities each possessed that led the previous king to trust them. Garret had to study each of them and only then would he decide who to swear his loyalty to. Thus for the remainder of the ride to the castle gates Garret worked over every detail he could recall from every encounter he had ever had with each of the other members of the council.
Arriving at the massive southern gate to the city, a halt was called as all the council members and war advisors gathered into ranks of four to enter the city proper. Though this was to be a funeral procession through the city, there was no ornate casket drawn by gilded steeds. Instead, with a solemn mind and somber faces, the congregation rode slowly through the huge city, their heads bowed in reverence. The procession passed through streets crowded with the common people of the city who had come to witness the return of their fallen king. Word had been sent ahead of the main procession, though the messenger had barely arrived an hour before. But in a city such as this, where all the people loved their king, the news spread like wildfire. Now it seemed the entire city had come out to see the procession return. They wanted to see their fallen king one last time, but without any such remains they had gathered only to be disappointed. 
Through his visor Garret could see the looks of sorrow and concern among all who had come to bear witness. Garret too felt an unease unlike anything he had ever felt before. None knew who might next sit upon the throne, yet all knew that whoever it was, they would not be as capable as King Valdadore. The entire city was unnaturally silent, all work having ceased, all shops having closed. There was a palpable tension in the air, so much so that Garret was certain he could taste it upon his lips, and he wondered if ever the city would recover from such a blow. Block after city block the slow procession was met by the silent stares of uncertainty from thousands of the city’s inhabitants, some of whom wept openly. Garret, though uncomfortable with all the faces looking upon him, found the silence warranted. Like their king, most of the people of Valdadore were silent as death, some lending their whispered prayers to the king on his journey to the afterlife. Long hours after entering the city gates, as the procession yet neared the castle proper, Garret too found himself asking Gorandor to speed the honored king on his way to the afterlife where he might yet rule again.
Inside the castle proper was like a different world compared to the city outside. Here the people paused as the procession passed, but then hurriedly returned to their duties. People rushed to and fro with their own chores and preparations. Many a messenger came to greet the lord or lady they served, welcoming them back to the city. Stable boys also gathered here outside the palace, awaiting the arrival of the many steeds ridden by the king's retinue. Here there was life, here there was movement. Garret reveled in the sounds and the chaos. Here within the castle there was purpose. Those that resided within the castle walls understood that though the king was gone, there was much to be done, more so than usual in his absence. Thus the hustle and bustle would continue, probably throughout the night too, nonstop for many days to come. Without a leader the kingdom was vulnerable and there were those who might attempt to use that vulnerability to their advantage. The council members would have to convene nearly immediately and get to work not only for the kings burial, but also in naming his successor.
Handing over his reins to a stable boy, Garret slipped down from the giant white beast he rode and watched as all the others in the retinue also dismounted. Some headed directly to the palace gate to prepare for a meeting of all the councilors. Others rushed off in different directions, apparently having more pressing concerns than that of the kingdom. Garret took note of both groups. At this rate Garret thought he should be able to cull his list of possible candidates rather quickly, having just eliminated over half of them. Garret too felt he had other things that required his attention, but felt that an entire kingdom's well-being was far more important.
Garret turned his attention back to the palace and approached the gates. Here the palace guard stood in their ceremonial armor, polished to pristine perfection. Each of the guardsmen at the gate snapped to attention at Garret’s approach and saluted by banging their armored fists to their breastplates. Garret returned their salute half-heartedly and continued through the various narrowing courtyards to the palace itself. Upon entry an elderly woman pointed him in the direction his peers had gone, and thanking the woman graciously, Garret removed his helm and proceeded to what was once called the war room. Garret had never before heard mention of such a room, though its namesake was apparent. Following the corridor straight ahead as instructed, Garret could already hear the many voices before him rising in both conversation and argument. Knowing the next few days, if not weeks, would likely be unpleasant, Garret shoved the heavy wooden door ahead of him and strode into the room.
The war room was a sparsely decorated stone room with only a few tapestries clinging to the wall in fashions from before Garret’s time. The only furniture accompanying the tapestries was a great wooden table at the center of the room that could easily seat fifty people. Around the table at regular intervals were many identical chairs of the same dark wood that the table itself had been crafted from. Appraising all those in the room, Garret found that fewer had entered than he had previously imagined. Here in the room were collected only fifteen members of the king's council, himself included. Garret stood just inside the door for a moment, watching those conversations and arguments play out that had already begun in his absence. All the talking seemed to be about King Valdadore’s funeral arrangements, at least that is what Garret believed at first.
"We cannot delay for even a day Shimad!" Karishtala, the leader of the white-robed healers, was saying to a shorter balding man whom Garret did not recognize.
"First the King should be interred in the ground, and then we should discuss who shall rule!" the man Garret now knew as Shimad replied.
"I agree the king’s funeral should be held at once, but such preparations would not take long as there is nothing to prepare but his armor," Karishtala said with a hint of pain in her voice. "What good do we do King Valdadore if we delay choosing his successor and are attacked and lose his kingdom? We have to decide upon the future of our kingdom just as we must bury the past."
Seeing the conversation going nowhere quickly, Garret strode across the room coming to stand beside the smaller, balding Shimad.
"Pardon my interruption, but I could not help but overhear your conversation," Garret said.
"It is of no consequence, Lord Garret," Karishtala replied. "To what do we owe this honor?"
"It is my honor to stand at your side m'lady, just as it is my honor to speak to you as well Shimad," Garret replied in his most regal tone. Now that he could see Shimad better, he still could not place the man. Shimad was short and plump with a red nose and cheeks marking him as a man who enjoyed his wine. He was finely dressed in an elaborate robe and sash indicating he was a man of wealth, but his clothing went beyond what was tasteful to a point of gaudiness. The man liked to flaunt his wealth as well. Garret marked Shimad off his list.
"I am afraid we have not been properly introduced, Shimad. I am Garret, and I am pleased to make your acquaintance." Garret extended his hand to the man. Shimad took his hand lightly, and with a dainty, womanly shake he smiled awkwardly and bowed his head to Garret in supplication, allowing Garret to discover that his own position was of higher rank than this Shimad character’s.
"Would either of you mind if I lent my thoughts to your previous conversation?" Garret asked.
"Not at all, Lord Garret. Any counsel from a knight as high ranking as yourself is certainly welcome," Shimad replied.
Now Garret saw the drunkard’s ploy. He gave compliments and praise to befriend those of higher station. He used words and wealth to reach that which he was unable to obtain. This man expected to gain from the loss of key members on the council. Garret already disliked the man, but decided to speak anyhow.
"I fear that I must agree and disagree with both of you," Garret stated honestly. Garret paused a second to let his words sink in, not realizing that several conversations in the room had ceased and many eyes had turned upon him and the conversation he was having.
"I believe your words to be true, Shimad. We need to lay the king to rest and honor his memory as soon as we are able. But I also agree with Karishtala that we dare not wait to rebuild the council and place at its head an honorable ruler to lead us. The black army was defeated, but we share borders with many other kingdoms who might think to take advantage of our precarious state," Garret said.
"How do you propose we do both?" Karishtala asked. "Both are important and timely affairs."
"Yes they are, and until recently I lived a very simple life, having never even imagined standing where I stand this day. However, no matter my life before now, even I know that when you build something, or rebuild it for that matter, you start at the bottom. You must lay a solid foundation to build upon," Garret finished.
"Those are wise words beyond your years, Lord Garret," Shimad complimented.
"So you propose we start by filling the lowest positions first and work our way up to the throne?" Karishtala asked.
"If it were my decision, it is what I would do," Garret replied. "The sooner we begin to replace those we lost in the lower ranks, the smoother things will begin to operate, thus allowing us to turn our attention to those positions of more importance."
"A good plan," came a voice from across the room.
Garret recognized the man as one of the king's generals among the common army and nodded to him in greeting.
"How would you recommend we go about getting things rolling with so few of us here?" the man asked.
"Again I appreciate the honor of you listening to my suggestions," Garret said. He looked around the room to find that now all eyes were on him. "I suppose I would send out the royal messengers to gather up all those council members who are absent."
"Where do you think they have gone, Lord Garret?" the man questioned again.
"I am sure many of them had genuine immediate responsibilities, though I fear that some may be buying favor, bargaining for power, or exploiting whatever other means they might find to attain higher position,." Garret answered honestly.
"Very direct words from one so young," the old general replied, "though I too fear you are quite correct in your thinking. So what say you about such men?"
"I believe that each of them was chosen for this council because each brought a unique point of view to the king’s ear. I believe that each of them has the potential for good, though some would become corrupt with more power than they already hold," Garret answered.
"You are an honest man Lord Garret and for this I like you," the general replied with a wise grin. "So what do you suggest we do with such corruptible men? How should we handle their efforts for more power, their hunger and their greed?"
"I think it may be hard to ascertain their true motives. I think the only honorable thing we can do, to best serve the people of Valdadore, is leave such people in the positions they already hold, or transfer them to a position of equal power, but which is less crucial to the kingdom," Garret responded.
"We are but a third of the council," another man stated. Garret knew this man as well.
"Well met, Captain Felonus. How fare your archers?" Garret replied in greeting.
"We lost nearly half of my men," Felonus replied, his long blonde locks falling perceptively as he lowered his head slightly.
"I fear we have all lost much these past days. I also fear that you are correct, that with only those of us in the room we hold no majority with which to vote. However, I might also add that nearly twenty positions remain open. We could fill those lower positions with good, honorable, people-minded men and women, whom we all support. Once these gracious men and women are appointed, each given the honor to serve the kingdom, they might well be like-minded with the rest of us, and wish to heal the kingdom, not fill their own coffers. I would also suggest that though we are only a few of the many, those not among us will be struggling for their own ambitions, likely dividing them into smaller groups. Even with so few we may yet make a majority vote," Garret concluded. Applause broke out in the room from all corners, everyone having listened to and agreed with all of Garret’s words.
"Then what say you to our next step?" the old general questioned, his wiry eyebrows rising.
"I suggest we quickly make a list of those deserving of the lowest positions we have available, and send for the rest of the council so that we can get started building a better future for Valdadore," Garret answered. Met by applause once more, all those attending gathered around the far end of the great table and began to toss names into the hat for those to be raised from their current stations to one of power.
Garret had not been in service to the kingdom long enough to know the history of such people, but he did take interest in one particular debate.
"What of Dillon Storm? He is a good man," one member of the council stated.
"Doesn't he have five wives?" another asked.
"Yes and thirty-one children at last count," the first man confirmed.
"And you would suggest him for this position?" the second man argued.
"Indeed, as I have said he is a good man, and name another with more to lose than he?" the first man replied.
"I concede your point Sulvis, and more yet he has rescued four other men from marriage. A good man indeed!" the second man shouted in jest.
Garret found the playful argument very amusing and could not wait to speak to such a man who could handle five wives and thirty-one children. Such a man would be a useful tactician, or good perhaps on budgeting the treasury, maybe even a coordinator for the armies of Valdadore. Before long, however, Garret was roused from his musings as a list had been compiled of decent, upright men and women who loved the kingdom and would find honor in serving it. Garret looked to all of his peers around him and found his own respect for them mirrored in their eyes. They saw him as an equal. Garret, the son of an innkeeper, whose twin some accused of murder, who had managed to join the valiant Knights of Valdadore, and now found himself upon the royal council of Valdadore. Garret wished his father and Seth could see him at this moment. He knew they would each be very proud of him and Garret did not plan to let anyone down.
"Shall we send for the others then?" Garret asked.
"Indeed, let’s see if we can lay to waste all plans of greed and all aspirations to power," the old general Garret now knew as Sulvis replied with a smirk.
Messengers were sent to all corners of the city to fetch those who belonged to the council, as well as those that made their list and would be voted upon for election into the council. The  meeting was set for sundown, giving Garret a couple hours to attend to other affairs, though he did not look forward to his next responsibility.
 



* * * * *
 
Borrik led his men through the immense forest at a gut-wrenching pace. The feline girls that led them some distance ahead never once came into sight and Borrik feared he had greatly underestimated their ability for speed. He picked up the girls' scent occasionally, though each time it was weaker than the time previous. The pair of girls were pulling farther ahead the longer the day progressed. The forest was much the same as Borrik remembered from a week ago when the king’s retinue had passed on its way to war. Though they followed no road, the game trails here within the forest were worn well enough to grant them fairly easy passage even in the limited light that filtered down through the canopy above. Several times on their hasty trek eastward Borrik caught scents of other things familiar to him. Twice on their run through the forest he had come upon the scent of goblins, and though faint, he could not help but to send a subliminal message to his pack to keep their eyes open for any stray raiding parties they might have missed the week prior. Several of his pack had noticed the scents as well, and were already on the lookout. But what had puzzled Borrik most was another scent he had noticed once while passing through a small clearing within the vast forest. They were quite a long distance now from the city of Raven's Hold, yet here deep in the forest Borrik had caught the scent of a human male. It was possible that there were those brave enough to venture this far into the forest to hunt the large deer or other game that thrived beneath the enormous trees. However, generally when hunting this deep in a forest, men would hunt in groups for at night, when the predators were active, there was safety in numbers. Borrik could not help but to ponder what might bring a single man this far into the woods, and sifting through the possibilities he ran through the forest mostly on blind instinct as if his body were finding the safest trail and footfalls, while his brain worked out more peculiar things. Thus it was, when realizing his mistake, Borrik heard both the snap of a twig and the sound of metal armor clanking as he rushed headlong into the very enemy he had warned his troops to look out for.
Borrik smashed directly into a goblin soldier, sending the small green creature cart-wheeling head over feet through the trees. Digging his clawed toes into the soft soil beneath him, Borrik literally slid to a stop, crouching as he slowed, preparing himself to lunge. As he decelerated, and details of his surroundings became clearer, he realized he had rushed headlong into the center of a goblin party, and hearing his collision with their brethren, goblins closed in on him from all sides. Surrounded, Borrik used the collective conscious of the pack to summon his troops to his aid. 
As the nearest goblin rushed him, the pathetic creature hesitated mid-stride and faltered as his comrades directly behind him nearly trampled him. Many of the little green monsters were closing in, yet never having seen a magnificent beast such as Borrik, none dared to be the first to attack. Borrik watched as those who were the nearest of the scrawny little men slowed to appraise him. Then from somewhere beyond Borrik’s field of vision he heard a vicious snarl and the scream of a goblin that had been set upon by one of his wolf men. With the shriek, the small forms of green leathery skin and armor reacted and charged Borrik from all directions.
Borrik had been a priest as a human, and as such his knowledge of battle had been limited to being beaten as a child. Since aligning himself with Lord Seth, however, he had been recreated into a massive, muscled beast of a man, designed for killing. Not only was his body an amazing new asset, but so too was his mind. As the alpha of his pack, all of the memories of those who submitted to him were his to access at will. Having nearly five hundred troops' memories at his disposal at the battle just two days ago had taught Borrik more about fighting than any other man alive. Through his telepathic abilities with his pack he had not only witnessed but also been a part of every single fight his soldiers had brought to their foes. In a day he had gleaned a few thousand years’ worth of battle training, and now he would put those lessons to use.
Borrik sprang at his nearest enemy like a great bird. Crushing the slimy green creature beneath his massive weight, he spun upon the gore under his feet to face his next foe. That goblin lunged at him with his wicked blade in an attempt to pierce Borrik’s armor, but Borrik was both too fast and too smart for such crude tactics. Sidestepping at the last moment, Borrik let the goblin’s momentum carry it past him, and reaching out to his side as the vermin passed, he clutched the small creature’s face in the palm of his hand. Tugging with all his might while digging in his clawed fingers, Borrik effectively removed the creature’s head and a portion of his spine which he tossed at the next approaching goblin. By now the growls and clangs of steel came from all directions as Borrik’s pack located their foes.
Having the head of one of his peers hit him full in the chest gave Borrik’s next opponent pause. Borrik used the creature’s uncertainty to his advantage, and rushing the goblin at full speed, he reached out with both arms as if to scoop the beast off the ground. Instead, however, as the poor critter panicked at the approach of the giant, armored wolf man, Borrik drove his clawed fingers into the sockets of both of the goblin’s shoulders, and wrenching his hands away from one another, ripped the arms off the small beast. Borrik then snatched up one of the dismembered arms and spun to face his next opponent. But this time Borrik did not face a single foe. As he turned, two of the leathery green beasts rushed him from directly ahead, while another came from the side. Borrik first feigned a lunge at the two who approached from the front but instead whirled and charged the single opponent from the side. Using the dismembered arm of the previous goblin, Borrik knocked the blade from this one's hand as he ran straight past the singular creature. Then turning back the way he had come, as he had hoped, he saw the two other goblins following him. 
Borrik rushed into action once again. Digging his toes into the soft soil he dove at the recently disarmed goblin and snatched him up by his breastplate. Not even bothering to slow, Borrik continued towards the oncoming pair as if to rush them, using their comrade as a shield. However, when he felt the pair of opponents in range, Borrik twisted his torso. Slamming one foot into the earth he whirled upon the heel of his other foot, and using both his forward momentum and the centrifugal power of his spin, he released the goblin within his grasp and propelled it with bone-crushing force across the distance between him and the advancing foe. As his living missile crashed bodily into its brethren, Borrik listened as simultaneously the sounds of crashing steel and cracking bones erupted, followed by the gurgling screams of both felled goblins. Borrik did not even hesitate to witness the deed. 
As soon as he launched the goblin, he again charged at what would be his remaining foe. Just as his previous goblin ended his first and last flying lesson, Borrik crashed bodily into the last goblin that dared attack him. Though it would have been easy enough to rend the small beast limb from limb, Borrik felt that particular message would simply not be clear enough, and driving the beast backward he propelled the small man into the trunk of one of the massive trees with a bone-shattering thud. Ripping and tearing with his claws Borrik severed all of the leather bindings holding the goblin’s armor in place. As it fell away, Borrik clawed once more, slicing ribbons across the lighter green flesh of the beast's abdomen. Stepping back to watch the steaming entrails fall to pool at the creature’s feet, Borrik then reached down and grasped a handful of them. He began to run through the forest once more to assist his pack, dragging behind him the still-screaming form of the disemboweled goblin by its own intestines. Few goblins remained for Borrik to slay, but he did manage to strangle one with the intestines of the still living goblin which he had drug through the forest, before then stomping in the face of their owner. Then as a last show, Borrik used the goblin he strangled as a meat club and beat to death his final goblin of the day with the limp body of one of its own kind.
Borrik enjoyed the act of killing. It was as if it was something he was born to do, and as such he tried to the best of his ability to make an art form out of it. It was not a revelation he would share with any of his human counterparts, however was common knowledge among his troops, and Borrik knew they weren’t going to tell anyone. The joy of killing made Borrik uncomfortable, though. As a priest he had sworn off all things pleasurable, and yet now he found pleasure in creating death. Killing as well was commonly forbidden to a priest, yet here he was, killing not only for necessity, but also for sport. The thought of such deeds would have once made Borrik retch, but now he was beginning to understand. Ishanya had told Borrik to swear his loyalty to Seth and to serve her through him. Ishanya had promised Borrik that Seth would reward him for his service and so he had. Ishanya knew all along that Seth would bestow these blessings upon him, and as such had arranged the meeting between the mortal men. Ishanya had simply wanted Borrik to reach his potential. Not as a priest, but as a warrior. Seth had made of Borrik an amazing warrior, both cunning and vicious, and for the first time Borrik realized that he was no longer a priest of Ishanya but a general to the Death Mage's army. He could not be both, so as Ishanya had sworn him to do, and as he would have done in any case at this point, Borrik steeled his resolve to be the most valuable asset in Seth’s arsenal. He would be both his lord’s faithful servant and most respected warrior. He would be protective yet merciless, honorable and horrible. Borrik swore to himself that he would become the fiercest warrior upon Thurr to best serve his master. Finally seeing his fate for what it was, Borrik released all his moral ties to Ishanya, and hearing all sounds of battle subside, gave the order to resume their trek eastward once again. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6
Bliss and Blood
 
 
In the dark, cold, solitary confines of their stone chamber, Sara sought to express her appreciation to Seth as passionately as she was able. Seth found himself both amused and concerned at Sara’s sudden advance. As she straddled his body kissing him first upon the lips, then working down his neck to his chest, Seth, though becoming aroused, could not help but to notice that Sara’s body barely pressed into him. It was a slight oddity as Seth realized that Sara lay upon him completely, yet her weight against his body was far less than it should have been. Although he did not want to worry or upset her, Seth couldn’t help but to start making a mental list of the alterations Sara’s body had been through. Amazing as they were, Seth was beginning to wonder at the implications of her multitude of physical alterations. Since altering the building blocks of her life in an effort to preserve it, Sara had become lighter, stronger, faster and more graceful. This combination of assets might not be as negative as Seth had previously thought, and so far as he could tell the woman he loved had not altered at all mentally. Comforted with his findings Seth decided to focus himself on the situation at hand and succumb to the pleasures Sara was so happily bestowing upon him.
Reaching down to cup the back of her head in his hand, Seth pulled Sara’s lips back to his own as her hands sought to unbuckle his trousers. In the throes of passion Seth and Sara worked to undress one another without sparing their lips a moment's reprieve from each other’s flesh. Sweating and panting Sara carried out her blissful duty of thanking the man she loved for restoring her life to the utmost best of her ability. Just as Seth was brought to the most absolute peak of physical pleasure that Sara could bring him to however, something both unexpected and horrible happened to the young lovers.
 



* * * * *
 
Sara, caught up in the ecstasy of giving herself to the man she loved, concentrated solely on the pleasure that they brought one another. Engrossed in the act, Sara had not noticed the urge within her, fighting to be satiated. As Sara worked atop Seth to bring both of them to the height of their pleasure, Sara’s body, seemingly operating of its own accord, reacted by instinct. Grabbing each of Seth’s wrists in her hands, and using her newfound strength, she pressed down with all of her might driving his arms to the stone floor, effectively pinning him to the ground. Though she still worked towards their pleasure she found herself once again leaning down to kiss below his ear as she had felt inclined to do several times already. But this time Sara noticed something that before she had not. As her lips touched the flesh of his neck she could feel the racing of his pulse beneath the flesh. Not only could she feel it, Sara also could hear the pounding of Seth’s heart as if her head were pressed firmly to his chest. Most unnerving, though, and thinking herself mistaken, Sara believed she could smell the blood coursing through his veins. Try as she might to resist it as she continued to bury his neck in kisses, and caught up in the bliss they shared, new instincts took over for Sara, and she reacted, not of her own accord, to fulfill a need both horrid and foreign to her.
 



* * * * *
 
Just as Seth felt the release that brought with it the amazing gratification that only Sara could bring him, he was assaulted by both immense pain and intense pleasure. Seth noted immediately that simultaneously his power was being leached yet new power was being infused within him. Unable to release himself from Sara’s unimaginably strong grasp, Seth began to panic as he realized his predicament. Sara had indeed changed in an un-foretold way though the signs had been there, and sadly they had even been obvious. Sara had gained amazing new strength that belayed her size. She had retained the bat’s natural ability to heal as well. But most obvious had been the stubborn canine-like teeth that refused to relent to Seth’s many attempts at altering them. As a necessity to sustain the bats' lives, the enlarged teeth were essential for their ability to feed off the blood and life forces of their prey. Having retained the teeth Seth should have foreseen sooner that this could have been a likely result of Sara’s alteration. However, it had not occurred to him before now that the woman he adored would attempt to feed off him. Seth continued to struggle with the small woman he loved, thrashing and kicking his body in an attempt to free himself. Light as she was, Seth’s attempts availed him nothing as Sara clung to his wrists with her hands, his torso with her legs and his neck with her teeth. Knowing not what else he could do without harming Sara, in a final attempt to get free Seth screamed, "Sara! Get off me!"
 



* * * * *
 
Sara suckled at the bleeding flesh of Seth’s torn neck awash in the ecstasy that his power brought within her. As she drank in his blood she too drank in the immense aura of his power, lending even more life to the already bloated aura that was her own. So lost in pleasure she was that Sara did not have a conscious thought for many moments as instinct drove her body to continue feeding until satiated. As her teeth bit deep into his flesh Sara could actually feel his hot pulsing blood flowing through the hollow tubules inside her sharp canine teeth. Each beat of his heart pumped more blood and more power directly into Sara’s bloodstream, and with it came pleasure unlike anything Sara had ever known before. She clung to Seth’s body even as he began to thrash and kick. It was his voice that helped Sara to escape the pleasurable intoxication that drove her to continue sucking the very life from his flesh. As Seth screamed her name, Sara snapped back into conscious control over herself. As realization struck her of what she had done, she released Seth. Doubling over while turning to the side, Sara began to vomit as her body began to shake and tears began to stream from her eyes.
 



* * * * *
Finally free of her grasp, Seth pulled away from Sara momentarily in an effort to assess the damage. Physically he was not badly off. There were only two puncture holes, and so far as Seth could feel, they were quite small and already beginning to clot. Beyond physical, however, was another matter. Seth had felt pleasure upon first being bitten and had recognized immediately the familiar sensation of foreign life being drawn within himself. Reaching inward in an effort to capture the power to prevent it from altering him, Seth realized immediately that he was in a dilemma unlike any he could have imagined before. Sara had not simply infused him with power; somehow she had infused him with her own blood, and that blood, being a part of her living body, carried with it a small portion of her life's power. Now the blood coursed through his own body, mingling with his blood. If he drew the life force from Sara’s blood within himself he would effectively kill the blood, causing himself unknown physical problems. Seth had no idea what could happen if a portion of his blood were to actually turn to ash within his veins, nor did he know if he could survive the consequences of such an action. He was therefore forced to watch within himself as Sara’s blood became diluted within his own and spread throughout his entire body and all of his organs.
Feeling as if there was nothing he could do, and knowing that Sara’s actions were only a result of the process he had used to heal her, Seth closed the distance between himself and the woman he adored above all others. Now she had finished retching, Seth pulled Sara into his arms in an attempt to comfort her. Though crying and wracked by sobs with blood staining her lips and chin, Sara pulled out of Seth’s arms and turned to face him.
"What did you do to me?" Sara questioned, the pain clear on her face. "What have I become? What kind of person drinks someone's blood?"
"It's OK my love, we will figure it out," Seth tried to reason with her. "Look, I am unharmed." He added pointing to his neck. "It's barely a scratch."
"This is not all right, Seth, I bit you like an animal," Sara replied still crying, her voice rising in a near scream. "I drank your blood, that is..."
"I can fix it Sara," Seth pleaded cutting her words short. "I told you that it wasn't complete, that I would have to finish at a later time. I didn't know this would happen, but I can fix it." Seth tried to pull Sara back into his arms.
"But why would I do that?" Sara asked. "It's like I didn't even have control over myself."
"It must have been an instinct passed to you from the bat," Seth replied. "Sara, I am sorry that I did this to you. I'm sorry that I'm not a healer who could have just mended your wound, and that things have changed about you. I did the best I could, and I promise that someday, when we are away from here and find our way home, that I will repair it. I know I can fix it, I just need time." Seth said tears now streaming from his own eyes.
The young couple, deciding that there was nothing else that they could do about it at least for the time being, found comfort in each other’s arms, working through their fears and uncertainties together. This time around, Sara was extra cautious not to put her face anywhere near Seth’s neck again. After calming down, and having had time to think the events over, Sara decided she needed more answers.
"So the bats drink blood?" Sara asked.
"I would presume so. One bit me earlier in the leg," Seth replied.
"I could feel your blood actually flowing inside my teeth," Sara said.
"Inside?" Seth asked.
"Yeah, inside my teeth, all the way up my jaw," Sara returned.
"Let me see." Seth took Sara’s chin in his hand.
Opening her mouth, Sara tilted her head back to expose her upper canine teeth to Seth, but with almost no light remaining in the room Seth could see nothing. Raising his other hand beside her face Seth summoned a magical blue green fireball in his palm to illuminate Sara’s face. As he had suspected, in the center of each of the razor sharp teeth was a small hole, like a tube leading up into her jaw where it connected directly into her blood supply. The discovery lent another question to Seth’s mind, the answer to which he imagined was important. When Sara had bitten him, a portion of her own blood had managed to mingle into his bloodstream, yet when the bat had bitten him no such thing had occurred. Thinking it over a minute, Seth determined that this too was his fault. He had altered the bat's bone structure in its head, jaw and teeth so much he had obviously created a flaw. Whereas the original creature must have a means in place to keep the blood flowing into its teeth going in one direction, through his alterations of those systems, Seth had inadvertently also corrupted them and now the direction of the blood flow could no longer be maintained.
"Yup, it looks like you have little tunnels through your teeth that go up into your jaw," Seth assured Sara. "Did you happen to notice anything else?" Seth asked hoping for more clues as to the extent of Sara’s change.
"Not really," Sara answered. "I feel fine now, nothing unusual or out of the ordinary, besides a bit sick to my stomach and I'm still shaken up a little. So what do we do now?"
"I don't know," Seth admitted. "My sole goal up until now was to save you, and now I only hope you won't end up resenting me for the means by which I did just that." Seth added with honest concern in his voice.
"I love you Seth," Sara began. "I will always love you no matter what the consequences may be. You did what you had to do out of love for me. How could I ever resent that? You said you can fix it, and I believe that if there is anyone on Thurr who can, it is you. As for me, I will simply have to try and fight those urges if they surface again. I will have to be vigilant and keep track of how my body is feeling and reacting until we know exactly what I have become. Until that time, though, let’s focus on learning what this change has done to me and try and deal with it," Sara concluded, sounding more determined than ever.
"You know, you are absolutely the most incredible woman I have ever met," Seth said with a smile. "Do you feel up to trying to get out of here?" 
"Like I said, my love, I feel amazing. I'm stronger and faster and I feel light as a feather," Sara explained.
With that Seth stood, and taking her small hand pulled Sara to her feet. She had been right, of course. She was extremely light belaying her size. Raising his palms upwards, Seth summoned forth a large fireball. Forcing his will upon the power, he slowly sent the crackling inferno levitating upwards towards the ceiling for a better view. Seth and Sara watched as the ball of fire approached the ceiling above, and neither were able to distinguish any useful detail to assist in their escape from their would be prison.
"So what now?" Sara asked again.
"I have an idea," Seth told her.
Without further explanation, Seth stepped forward motioning for Sara to stand behind him. With his fireball still levitating well overhead to illuminate the room, Seth reached inside himself and stole away a portion of his own huge life force. He unleashed it into himself to feel the ecstasy of the power within him. Focusing the power to his purpose, Seth placed the heels of his hands together, his palms facing outwards, and unleashed a column of fire unlike any other he had created before. Concentrating to keep the column focused, Seth poured his power into the inferno directing its heat into the stone wall of the chamber. As the stone began to heat it steamed and hissed as it first began to glow a deep red slowly brightening to orange and then yellow as the stone itself began to liquefy and run down the wall like wax on the side of a candle. Now that it was molten, Seth separated his hands. Controlling the fire column with his right hand he began to turn slowly to the right. Using his free left hand, Seth issued forth a powerful blast of air in a column equal in power to that of the fire in his right. As he heated the stone and it became molten, Seth blasted it with air both creating a depression in the stone as well as quickly cooling it to keep the molten stone from puddling. As Seth completed his first cut into the stone, he began working on another line above the first. Continuing the pattern ever higher on the wall, he created in essence a stone ladder all the way to the portal above. As Seth worked the stone chamber became hotter and hotter to the point where the heat was near unbearable and both he and Sara began to perspire at an alarming rate. Fortunately for the both of them, the process did not take a prolonged amount of time, though Seth warned Sara it could be some while before the stone was cool enough to touch. 
As the stone cooled over the following hours it made odd rumbling sounds from time to time that reminded Seth of the black horde's war drums from a few days before. Seth found himself wondering at the fate of those he had left behind. He knew he had nearly destroyed the enemy army, but he did not know what the final outcome had been, if Borrik or Garret had survived, or even if the battle continued still this very night. Seth needed to hurry and find a way back from wherever he was to Valdadore, not only to learn the outcome of the battle, but also to finish Sara’s healing and redeem himself to her. 
But first Seth needed to figure out just where he and Sara had landed. Approaching the stone wall with Sara in tow, Seth tested the surface with his hand. The stone had cooled to a bearable degree, and once again clad in their armor and prepared to leave, they began to climb the wall to the chamber above.
 



* * * * *
 
Borrik and his men raced through the ancient forest using their keen eyes and noses to guide them through the absolute darkness that only the vision of a nighttime predator could penetrate. As they ran on in near silence, their only communications were telepathically shared allowing their ears to focus on the sounds surrounding them. Borrik, the leader of the wolf men, led his small pack of hybrid troops east attempting to follow his would-be guides many miles ahead. The cat girls, it seemed, had no intentions of stopping until they reached their destination, and Borrik worried that if the duo of feline sisters gained any more lead than they currently held, he and his men would likely lose their scent and with it the trail to their master. 
Sniffing vigorously as he ran, Borrik assured himself he was on still on the trail of the girls, and again he also noted the scent of a lone human male. As of yet the large beast of a man had found no reason as to why a single human would venture so far into this forest alone, so far from any town or city. What particularly surprised Borrik upon locating the scent this time was the potency. The man's scent was fresh and strong whereas the previous times he had located it the scent had been days old and weak. Borrik mulled over the revelation for many hours as he ran like a wraith over the mossy ground of the forest floor. Deciding it best he sent another image to his troops imprinted with the feeling that to a wolf meant caution. Receiving replies from all his troops, Borrik knew that if they crossed this human he would not be harmed. However, he had an uneasy feeling about the scenario that he simply could not escape.
Many miles and many hours passed as the great pack of hybrid wolf troops rushed headlong through the immense forest with no signs of any other living beings besides the occasional scent lofted upon the currents of lazy air beneath the treed canopy. From time to time Borrik would glance skyward and on occasion believed he could see the first moon in the sky, its crimson surface reflecting light back down upon him. Although unsure with only an occasional glance through branches and leaves, and moving at a precarious speed, Borrik imagined the moon full, and that too lent a certain sense of disquiet to him that he could not quite place. Something foreboding was approaching, of that much Borrik was certain. His instincts screamed for him to stop or turn back, but he knew he must continue lest he lose the trail. None of his troops had made mention of anything out of the ordinary either verbally or telepathically, and as such Borrik began to believe it paranoia that guided his feelings.
Running still through the forest, his troops spread out behind him finding their own trails and footfalls, Borrik again found the scent of the human upon a tree as he passed. It was a musty smell, like that of a man who had worked in the sun for many days, laboring and sweating without drinking enough water. This time the scent was stronger than any time previous and Borrik nearly felt as if it had been left on purpose. It was as if the scent was simply too strong whereas in the times previous it was an accidental occurrence. Now it was something more substantial. Borrik began to slow his pace to better judge his surroundings. Fearing an ambush or something more sinister, Borrik was caught quite by surprise as the trees parted into a clearing ahead of him. Slowing to a stop, realizing that something was out of the ordinary in the clearing ahead, Borrik subliminally gave his men the order to fan out to gain numerous vantage points. He saw nothing of immediate danger so Borrik strode to the edge of the clearing, and gleaning information from his troops as well, was able to determine many things that made him both anxious and nervous.
First and foremost, Borrik, along with several of his troops, noted the scents of humans covering the entire perimeter of the clearing. Secondly, the clearing was obviously not a natural occurrence as it was perfectly circular and even the branches above dared not overhang the cleared ground below. Also upon the ground, small patches of the moss had been carved away in rows baring the deep black soil beneath, and sprouting from these rows of bare soil were the beginnings of some sort of cultivated mushrooms with wide red caps and green spotted trunks. The third thing Borrik noticed that was verified by one of the females in his pack was the scent of children. These were not the scents of the very young whose breath and perspiration was sweet upon the tongue, but the scent of those nearing adulthood, or having reached adulthood but having never bred before. The scent of untainted human virginity hung thick in the air which led Borrik to his next discovery. The male scent he had been following all day was the only one present in the clearing. Here, in the very near past had gathered a large group of women, or soon to be women, and a single man. It seemed to Borrik a great oddity, and although his instincts screamed against it, Borrik ordered his pack to enter the clearing, careful not to disrupt the apparently cultivated crops, and to follow him down a well-worn path that exited the clearing just opposite where Borrik now stood. It was a mistake Borrik would regret for the rest of his days; a mistake unspeakable to any priest of any religion. It was a mistake that would burden his soul almost to the point of no return, stripping him at least for a moment of any trace of humanity he still clung to.
Stepping into the clearing as of one mind, the pack of beast men Lord Seth had created only days ago immersed themselves for the first time that night in the light of both of the moons that inhabited the sky above them. In an occurrence that only happened three times a year on Thurr, both moons this night had risen in their full glory illuminating the world below in crimson and blue beams of ethereal light. To a normal wolf a single full moon in the sky meant two things. First it would make for a good night to hunt, and second the bitches in the pack would be coming into heat and would be looking to breed. On a night such as this, with both luminescent orbs in the sky, the power of nature was tenfold, and as the light of the moons struck Borrik and his troops something within them snapped. Becoming for the first time unchained by their humanity, instincts overruled human emotion and like a pack of wild beasts, digging claws into the soft loam beneath them, the wolf hybrid creatures sprang into action with lust in their veins and wild ferociousness in their eyes. Howling and barking like a pack of hunger-driven, mad beasts the once men raced down the trail sending clumps of moss and soil raining down around them as they tore the earth beneath them with their claws.
 



* * * * *
 
The feline sisters of Seth’s creation waited high above in a tree looking down upon the small human colony below. Neither of them knew what drove them to lead Borrik’s men to this place, but both felt it a necessity. As their eyes shone gold among the branches and leaves, the girls watched as the humans settled down for a night's rest. This small community was an oddity to the girls. Being in the middle of an immense ancient forest was blatantly weird, as well as being cut off from all other human civilization. But the humans that made up the colony were also an oddity. In the nighttime air it was particularly cool, and yet the humans below wore nothing to protect their bodies from the elements. No fires crackled from within the small cottages, no smoke rose lazily from a chimney, and even here in the middle of a forest where great packs of wolves and giant bears wandered looking for an easy meal, the small colony of humans had afforded themselves no means of protection. There was no wall surrounding the small cottages, there weren’t even any doors on the homes, just holes in the sides of the small buildings created of moss and wood. Stranger than that, however, was the make-up of the small colony below. So far as the girls could tell, all but one of the inhabitants of the small village were female. They had seen but a singular male with a large collection of women below. There appeared to be no elderly people, nor any children, only a bunch of naked women and a naked man. Something here was definitely amiss.
The girls watched as the congregation below ended and the odd humans retired into their homes. They remained patiently perched in the trees above for several hours awaiting the arrival of the wolf men. Just as the moons had risen to their peak in the sky, the feline sisters were startled to hear a great howling and barking mass of beasts crashing through the trees below. Tracking Borrik and his men more by sound than sight, the sisters watched the fast approach of the beasts, waiting to see if the community slumbering below them would raise some alarm. There were seven homes below the girls, and as best as they could tell, one belonged to the man and the remaining six were each inhabited by five women. The girls continued to watch when, as if of one mind, the wolf troops broke from the trees and spread out, all the while running like raving lunatics. As they closed the distance between themselves and the small homes of the grotto, the beasts all dropped to all fours and without so much as a second’s hesitation they began racing into the open doors below the feline sisters as screams of alarm and pain erupted like a bloodcurdling crescendo from each of the houses.
Watching from the safety of the trees above, the sisters took particular interest as a small blonde woman emerged from one of the doorways and began to run towards the forest in an attempt to escape. Before making even five yards, from the same doorway lunged one of Seth’s massive wolf men, dragging the woman down beneath him. Perched atop the petite woman's body the beast pressed her down upon her belly into the soft soil and grabbing a fist full of her golden hair in one clawed hand he pushed her face to the ground as he used his other muscled arm to support his own weight. Using his powerful legs the wolf beast pried the small woman’s legs apart. She screamed in both fear and pain as he penetrated her from behind over and over, viciously thrusting into her small body time and time again. Finishing his deed the wolf beast began to rise, tracing his clawed fingers down the woman’s bare back, marking her as his property where blood now escaped the parallel wounds. As blood ran down the woman’s back and from between her legs she attempted to crawl away from the beast, great sobs escaping her lips. Without a second thought the wolf man, finished with the petite blonde, flung her aside where she rolled upon the soil before he again raced back through the door he had sprung from to claim his next mate.
 



* * * * *
 
Borrik lunged through an open doorway with one of his men hot on his heels. Overcome by his wolven instincts Borrik acted as his feral subconscious guided him into the room where slumbered five completely nude woman upon thick mats of the very moss that carpeted much of the forest floor. Being the alpha, Borrik had first pick of the room, and sizing up the women quickly, Borrik sprang atop a brunette with long slender legs and large mature breasts. As the woman screamed in panic, Borrik pressed his weight onto her slender body, expelling the breath from her lungs and thereby silencing her, though now the other women in the room awoke in a great chaotic mass of terrified screams. As Borrik used his powerful arm to pin the woman beneath him he quickly removed the straps of his armor allowing it to fall to the floor as one of his female comrades took position at the door to keep the other humans from escaping. Wrenching the woman’s legs apart, Borrik sniffed between her legs to verify her fertility, and suitably assured, he thrust himself inside her repeatedly releasing his seed into her womb before discarding her and finding his next victim. 
Two of his men were now having their way with the human women on the floor when Borrik located his second temptation of the night. Propelled by his need to breed, Borrik cornered the panicking woman who had sunk into the corner of the room gathering up her knees in her arms as tears streamed down her young face. Grabbing the young woman by her long red hair, Borrik pulled her back to her feet, and seizing her shoulder spun her to face the corner she had retreated into. Pressing her small body into the wall, Borrik lifted the girl free from the floor with his massive clawed hands, bringing her body to a level at which he could use it easily. Pressing his massive body to her rigid backside, effectively restricting her movement, Borrik thrust his manhood up and into the young woman time and again as he tore her and her blood began to run down the inside of her legs. Borrik pleasured himself with her body as the girl screamed time and again in agony. Once finished he released her, letting her body fall limply to the floor where she curled up in a ball sobbing, her tears and blood pooling upon the dirt floor. 
By this time Borrik’s men had finished with the other women in the room save one, and as such had moved on to other amusements. The female who once blocked the humans from escaping the room remained and as a gesture to her alpha, detained the final human woman from fleeing. With the need to breed within herself as well as her male comrades, the large wolf woman lowered herself to the dirt floor dragging the human woman kicking and screaming atop her. Grasping the human's hands the large wolf bitch pulled the human female to lay over her, their bellies pressed together. Borrik’s female wolf soldier then wrapped her legs up and around the human’s legs, and then spreading her own, offered both her womb and the womb of the human woman for Borrik to lay his seed. Impressed with the offering Borrik could not resist his need to rut with the females. As his female warrior held the smaller human victim for him, Borrik, grabbing the milky flesh of the woman's exposed backside, pressed himself into her, much to the human’s dismay and his wolf bitch's delight. Seeing the two women's organs pressed together as they were brought increased excitement to Borrik as he compared the bare pink flesh of the human with that of the downy fur-covered flesh of his bitch. As he finished with the human his loyal soldier tossed the defiled woman aside and reached out to claim her prize. Borrik awarded his loyal female soldier with a breeding unlike anything he had ever before imagined. As he began to penetrate the bitch she drove her clawed fingers into the flesh of his back and blood began to drip from the pleasurable wounds. In return Borrik grasped the bitch’s throat in one of his clawed fists squeezing off much of the air she needed. As both came to climax, they rolled around the small chamber, a mass of limbs and fur, biting and clawing each other viciously. Upon releasing his seed Borrik slashed his claws across his bitch’s breasts marking her as bred, and released her so he could again rise and collect his armor. 
Here in the small chamber, out of reach of the luminescent moons in the sky, with the deed done, Borrik’s mind-numbing need to sow his seed began to subside as realization took him. Images of conquest assaulted Borrik from all of his troops accompanied by the feeling of satisfaction and need. Even a couple of his other female troops had somehow managed to rouse the male in the encampment and forced him to bear his seed within them. All of Borrik’s troops with him this night seemed to have garnered their satisfaction in a feral need to proliferate their species. Though what would come of such breeding Borrik had no idea. The thoughts and memories and images from his pack should have sickened him, and in fact a small portion of Borrik felt the need to retch at the thought of what had just occurred. However, as a pack mentality, it was of necessity that they bred, an instinct driven not by desire but by the need to survive. No matter how much Borrik knew that the action was wrong, however, he was no longer a priest, nor was he any longer human, and this he realized was something that he was going to have to come to terms with. How Seth might react to such news was of concern to Borrik. He knew that this was not a secret to keep, and he would have to explain in detail this particular encounter to his master. Fortunately for Borrik, though, it was an isolated incident, in a deep remote portion of the forest, where word was unlikely to reach civilization or where fear might breed hatred for Seth and his troops. Redressed in his armor, Borrik exited the small cottage to find his pack looking both satisfied and refreshed. Not wanting to linger at the site of their horrific deeds, Borrik guided his troops further east with a thought, and took off sprinting as fast as his massive legs would carry him.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
Desolate Deeds and Breathtaking Beauty
 
Garret traversed the city of Valdadore moving quickly and with purpose. Having shed his armor, he strode down the wide streets of the city feeling light of body, but heavy of soul. The deed he was prepared to do was one that he did not look forward to; in fact he loathed even the idea of it. He had imagined within his mind how it would play out time and time again, though each time he felt that his imaginings were not near enough to being sincere, or that any of them would actually transpire in real life. Though blessed by the mighty god Gorandor, Garret felt small and ashamed as he neared the inn named The King’s Herald. It was his brother who had inadvertently killed Lord Sirus, the leader and commander of the Knights of Valdadore. Yet it was Garret who would have to carry that news to the wife of the heroic knight. He hoped he could lend at least some small comfort to the newly widowed inn proprietor. Garret tried to picture tears streaming down the beautiful woman's face as her body was wracked with sobs, but much to his dismay, even his imagination could not prepare him for what might lay ahead. For try as he might, Garret simply could not conceive realistically what the beautiful, dark-haired woman might look like when grieving, having only ever experienced her breathtaking smile and intoxicating curves in a positive light before.
As Garret neared the inn, a great sound resounded from deep within the building and steam issued out of the mouths and nostrils of the many carved men and beasts that made the decorative facade of the building. Remembering his first time viewing this spectacle accompanied by his twin, Seth’s girlfriend Sara and their friend Ashton, brought back fond memories but created grave worries of what was to come. Still no news of Seth had reached the city. Borrik and all of Seth’s other wolf troops were on the prowl looking for their master who, as far as anyone knew, was dead. Yet Garret held hope that his brother would be recovered and someday this would all just be a memory to tell their children and grandchildren. However, before that day could ever come, Garret had to get through this one. Steeling his resolve, Garret pulled the massive door open upon its hinges and stepped into the luxurious inn, hoping Sasha had not already heard the news.
Striding across the polished floor of the reception area of the inn Garret glanced through the doorways both to the left and right for any sign of Sasha. Not seeing her, he pulled the woven cord dangling from the ceiling triggering a bell somewhere higher in the structure that resounded throughout the vast stone building. Attempting to prepare himself for the worst, Garret paced the floor nervously awaiting the widow of his fallen mentor. Several moments later Garret paused in his pacing as he heard the familiar clicking of Sasha's signature high-heeled boots across the dining room floor off to his left. Though Garret believed himself as prepared for the worst as he could possibly be, what happened next destroyed any semblance of resolve Garret could have attempted to hold on to.
As Sasha swept into the room, her eyes swollen with grief, she stumbled slightly as recognition swept across her face briefly, a slight smile parting her lips. Garret realized immediately he had arrived too late, and Sasha's abnormally pale, grief-stricken face would turn out to be the least of Garret’s worries. Striding somewhat unevenly into the room, her arms clasped behind her back, adding even more heft to her already ample bosom, Sasha paused and stared blankly at Garret for a moment as if trying to puzzle out just what to say. Seemingly coming to a decision, Sasha moved again as if to embrace Garret. As she closed the distance, Sasha unclasped her hands from behind her back, revealing at the same time both her gruesome deed and the reason for it.
"I'm so sorry, Garret, for you to see me this way, but I love him more than life itself," Sasha said in a near whisper.
As Sasha trod the final step she reached out her arms, bleeding heavily from each wrist, and stumbling again she fell into Garret’s arms. Seeing the situation for what it was, Garret caught the falling woman in his arms, and for a moment the shock of the situation left him frozen, knowing not what to do. But instantly Garret’s conscious mind was set aside as his instincts took over. Heaving Sasha's limp body into his arms Garret turned and began to run with her towards the door. Praying to the mighty god Gorandor, screaming the prayer as he ran, Garret began to shimmer and with a concussive boom exploded in size, his body becoming akin to steel as he hunched over to fit within the confines of the corridor, and wrapping his massive body around Sasha he tried to protect her from what was to come. 
Without slowing and without hesitation Garret careened into the massive wooden door, driving his shoulder through the wood, sending splinters flying in all directions as portions of the stone wall exploded around him. His feet leaving impressions in the stone cobbled streets, the giant man of steel raced towards the castle proper, blind to everything but the task at hand. As his giant form pounded down the street, windows shattered from the vibrations of his footfalls and people screamed and dove from his path in an attempt to flee a certain death beneath him. Leaving a trail of shattered glass, ruined road and screaming citizens behind him, Garret raced without pause to the castle. Ducking low Garret slid beneath the gated portcullis, sending the guards reeling in panic as he rose back to his full height again, stretching out his strides.
As Garret closed the distance between himself and his destination, he focused on the power coursing through his body. Sealing it away broke the connection between himself and the god he served. Shimmering once again, with a loud popping sound like a cork shot from a bottle, Garret again resumed his original form as he continued the last few strides to the tower of the various orders of mages. Not waiting for the enchanted door to swing open and admit him, Garret lowered his shoulder once again in preparation of the impact. Connecting with the door, this time in his normal flesh and blood, Garret’s shoulder and arm exploded in pain as the door gave way. Shattering his collar bone and dislocating his shoulder did not even give Garret pause. Racing down the main hall of the first floor Garret shouted for help, all the while bearing Sasha's lifeless body with his remaining good arm. 
Rushing down the hall, shouting all the while, Garret was somewhat relieved as a head poked out from a doorway ahead, and realizing the source of the commotion in the hall, the man stepped out of the room he had been in revealing the white robes of his order. Garret ran until the last second, and leaning back upon his heels came to a sliding stop on the polished stone floors of the mage’s tower, nearly colliding with the healer who bid him place Sasha on the floor where they stood so he could assess her wounds.
Shaking his head in defeat, the healer looked to Garret with dismay upon his face and without so much as a prayer to his goddess began to speak.
"I am sorry, friend," the healer stated. "I will be of little help to you now. She is already gone, and even if she wasn’t, my healing abilities are very limited. My gift is of another nature."
"What do you mean, gone?" Garret nearly screamed in anger at the frail looking man before him. "She was standing and talking just moments ago. Any healer with half of a shred of talent could have her back on her feet within moments.”
"Perhaps you are correct," the cleric admitted. "However, my talent for healing resides not so much in the flesh as in the spirit, and the only other healer within the city walls at this moment to my knowledge is Karishtala herself, though I know not where she is.” 
Garret knew the man's words to be true. The rest of the cities’ healers were with the main force of the army who were at this moment marching back to the city, the same way he had come not long before.
"So there is nothing you can do for her?" Garret whispered, knowing himself defeated. "You have to do something!" Garret demanded attempting to keep his voice from breaking. Death seemed to have surrounded him over the last few days.
"There is one thing I might do, though I have a feeling it will be more for you than for her," the healer replied.
"Do it," Garret begged.
Reaching down to cup Sasha's face in his hands, the healer leaned back his head and began to pray. As his chant grew in volume and in speed his hands began to glow with pale white luminescence. The healer then turned himself to look at the dead woman in his hands, and Garret watched as both the healer and Sasha opened their eyes, their gazes locked upon one another. It was an eerie sight to say the least, with Sasha's lifeless eyes rolled back in her head, showing only the whites, yet even so they seemed transfixed on those of the healer. If that were not enough, the dead woman's mouth began to move as if she were speaking, but no words escaped her lips. Garret watched on in horror as the healer continued to cup Sasha's head in his hands, and they appeared to have an entire silent conversation. Then apparently finished with his task, the healer released Sasha's face, and Garret watched as her eyes again closed and any sign of life left her. The healer's prayer changed in tone and intensity as the glowing ceased in his hands and, with a shudder running through his body, Garret watched knowingly as the healer locked away the power of his goddess. Then the healer once again opened his eyes, this time turning to face Garret.
"Sasha was a very lovely lady, wasn't she?" the healer asked.
"Yes she was," Garret replied, looking at the healer with confusion clearly on his face.
"She spoke fondly of you, Lord Garrett," the healer began. "She said to tell you she was very sorry you had to find her in such a condition, but wanted you to understand you have in no way failed her nor her husband. In fact, she said she needed to be with him now and so took her own life willingly. She wanted to thank you for your attempt to save her, and also asked me to pass on a further request if you are willing to hear it." The healer stated, pausing for his answer.
Garret was a bit taken aback, and for a lack of words simply nodded his head in response.
"Sasha told me you are an honorable man, more so than any other her husband had ever met. She told me that her husband was very fond of you, and believed that one day you would accomplish things more grand than he could ever imagine. Sasha wished to ask you to look after her and Sirus' daughter for her. Her name is Linaya and she can be found within the castle," the healer concluded.
Garret again simply nodded his head in response. He would of course carry out the last wishes of his mentor's wife. Speaking briefly to the healer, Garret was assured that Sasha’s body would be prepared in time to bury with her husband's armor, laying them both to rest. Garret placed her body upon a large stone table in a room designed for such activities, , and silently saying a prayer to Gorandor for the fallen woman and her husband, Garret spun upon his heel and strode back out to the castle to locate his new charge.
Sundown and the meeting that came with it was only an hour away. Garret did not look forward to countless hours of politics. Nor did he have any desire to deal with those striving to gain power and wealth through the deaths of their friends and allies. However, having a greater purpose at the moment, Garret took no time to process the emotions swirling within him, instead concentrating on the task at hand. 
Passing through the various courtyards and gates surrounding the castle in waves of defensive structures, Garret strode into the massive stone building with one arm hanging lifeless at his side, a man of singular purpose. Knowing the best resource for the answers he sought would be among the staff of the castle itself, Garret simply wandered the halls until he found a young woman sweeping a vacant corridor. Questioning the woman, Garret was able to establish the location of Linaya’s chambers upon the third floor. Garret navigated the castle quickly knowing his time was growing ever shorter, but he slowed momentarily realizing what it was he was about to do. Once again Garret was the harbinger of bad news, having to tell this woman not only of the death of her father, but also of the loss of her mother. Garret hoped, as he approached the door to the woman's chamber, that this encounter would not turn out the same as the last. 
Pausing a moment outside the chambers that were said to be those of Linaya’s, Garret took a deep breath and raised his remaining good hand and knocked loudly upon the unadorned wooden door. As Garret waited for any sound from the other side, he realized just how much pain his ruined shoulder and collar bone were causing now that the adrenaline was leaving his body. Trying to ignore his discomfort, Garret knocked once more. After waiting again for several moments Garret concluded that Linaya must be elsewhere but as he turned to stride back the way he had come, he heard the latch on the door click as it was released from inside. For the second time that day, Garret turned to witness a vision that he could have in no way been prepared to behold.
As Garret turned back to face the opening door, a young woman stepped into the expanse of the hallway of the like that Garret had never seen before. Immediately Garret knew the woman before him was Linaya, as the resemblance to her mother was more than obvious. However beautiful Garret had believed Sasha to be, her memory was diminished greatly in comparison to her daughter. It was true the two women shared the same basic bone structure and figure, and even their faces were shaped very similarly. But for every beautiful trait the mother had, the daughter had it as well, only in the daughter it was perfected and personified in a way as to leave Garret both astonished and breathless having never beheld a sight as beautiful as Linaya, the daughter who now had lost both of her parents.
Gathering his thoughts as best as he was able, Garret found that words had completely escaped him, at least momentarily. Trying to not look a fool, he took a few steps to close the distance between himself and the woman whom he was supposed to look out for. Upon closer inspection, Garret could now distinguish rings around the young woman's eyes, proof that she too had been grieving the loss of Sirus, though Garret was perplexed at the fact that even the puffiness around the woman's eyes and the redness of her nose seemed somehow to be beautiful, as if her beauty was so pure as to make even her flaws attractive. Knowing so long as he held her beauty within his view he would remain unable to concentrate, Garret turned his gaze to the floor before starting to speak.
"M'lady Linaya, forgive me this intrusion," Garret began, and continued without awaiting a response, not wanting to break his resolve. "My name is Garret, I served among the knights with your father, and considered your mother a friend. Though I mourn with you, I must admit that I cannot find the proper words with which to tell you that I must bring you more bad news. Your mother, Lady Sasha, was so overcome with grief that she took her own life. She passed away in my own arms to be once again with your father as I was rushing her to the mage’s tower seeking a healer to treat her wounds."
Garret stood a moment longer, his gaze locked upon the floor at the woman's feet. Moments passed in silence as Garret stood transfixed in place like a newly erected stature in the corridor, but not wanting to seem uncaring he finally raised his head to meet the gaze of the beauty before him.
Linaya stood with her fist clenched to her face obscuring most of her nose and open mouth. Though beautiful as she was, the horror and pain that had overcome her features was nearly too much for Garret to bear. Tears streamed down Linaya’s small face. So in shock was the young woman that she could not relax her muscles enough even to sob, and with her world falling apart around her and the inability to take a breath, Linaya’s legs gave out beneath her and she crumpled to the floor in a heap. Garret reacted instantly, falling to his knees. Gathering up the small woman in his good arm, he pulled her into his chest and simply held her hoping to take some of her pain into himself. Linaya still remained unmoving, having become rigid again once upon the floor. For many moments Garret feared the woman had endured more than her heart could handle, and he feared for a second time this day a woman would die in his arms. But this fear was proved groundless as Linaya’s body shook with grief and her pain was released in a torrent of sobs and tears unlike anything Garret had ever imagined possible from a woman so small. So pure was Linaya’s pain that Garret too began to cry, her pain opening wounds in his own soul he had been ignoring for days. After near an hour Linaya adjusted herself to relieve some physical strain, and without so much as an attempt to rise, wrapped her arms around Garret’s neck, hugging him like a child might her father. She cried into his neck quietly as his own tears fell unchecked upon her hair.
Garret too had lost much in the last week. His brother was dead or missing along with Sara, his twin’s lover. The king whom Garret served was gone, and though Garret had not known the man properly, he did know of the man's deeds and love for his kingdom. Also Garret had lost his mentor and leader, Linaya’s own father, Sirus the head of the order of blessed Knights of Valdadore. To top it off Garret had carried just an hour before the limp body of Sasha, Linaya’s mother and Sirus' wife, as she bled to death in his arms. So many emotions tore at Garret’s soul, he had no choice but release them here in a seldom traveled corridor in the castle of Valdadore with a young woman in his arms, who herself had lost more in a span of days than any person should have to endure. Taking comfort in one another's arms the two young adults let their grieving take hold of them, and together they shed tears for those they lost until at last, calming themselves, both had cried every tear their bodies could manage.
Garret, coming once again to his senses, realized he was overdue at the council meeting going on just two floors below in the war room, yet for the life of him he did not want to leave this beautiful woman alone in such a fragile state. Although he had agreed to look out for her, it was also his responsibility to be at the meeting. Not knowing what other options he had, Garret disentangled himself from the small woman's body and rose to his feet, his damaged arm hanging limply at his side. Watching her face lift to meet his eyes, Garret was momentarily lost in her emerald gaze, but recovering his wits quickly he offered her his uninjured hand and helped the small woman to her feet.
"I am terribly afraid that I have to be going to attend to other duties," Garret stated reluctantly.
"I understand, Lord Garret," Linaya replied softly.
"Would it be all right if I were to return later to check upon you?" Garret asked.
"It would please me to see you again Lord Garret, if you should wish to visit. However, please see that your arm is tended to," Linaya responded a hint of worry in her voice.
"I will, m'lady. I will return just as soon as I am able," Garret promised. "Will you be OK?"
"Please call me Linaya. I will be fine. It is just a lot to handle right now," Linaya answered.
"I will call you Linaya so long as you call me Garret," Garret replied, the hint of a smile on his lips.
"I will, I promise," Linaya said.
Garret watched as Linaya shared with him a smile, if only half-heartedly, before he turned and without so much as a pause strode down the corridor, retracing his steps back to the first floor and to the war room. Approaching the large chamber he could hear a heated debate raging from within, one in which he would certainly be called upon to lend his voice to one side or another, and again pausing to take a deep breath Garret forced the doors open and strode into the room with his still injured arm hanging at his side.
 



* * * * *
 
Ishanya stood upon the plane of the immortal gods, not watching but instead feeling the events that played out upon the world she had once helped to create. Though she no longer cowered or hid from her peers, nor did she mingle with them, choosing instead to remain solitary as her power grew. Ishanya was impressed at this point on how well her little coup was playing out. Even though it had not all gone exactly as she had originally planned, things were still ultimately in her control. The mortal Seth was playing his role nicely, following to near perfection every single path Ishanya set before him. Ishanya believed that even with the unforeseen consequences of Seth creating new races of man upon Thurr she could and would handle that particular setback in due time. Though Seth had indeed garnered many a new follower to her cause, and more came every day with word spreading of his deeds, he had inadvertently gathered worshippers of his own, though Ishanya had since devised a simple plan to ratify that particular situation. She would not go back on her word of course, at least not for now. The human had, in his understanding of time, many long years to live having gathered the life forces of so many of his followers. But when the time came that he was too powerful, his loyal subjects feeding him power with their own deaths, Seth would be dealt with. Once his pathetic existence was ended, all the power he had gathered would then return where it was destined to, and Ishanya would have enough power to envelope the world in war and with it the heavens. When the dust settled from Ishanya’s scheme, she knew she would not only be victorious, but also rule the heavens alone with Thurr as her creation to do with as she wished. 
For now, however, she remained patient. Seth was doing her bidding in one form or another, and as of yet none of the other gods had taken notice of Ishanya’s growing power and following among men. None of them had noticed the slight shift in power within the inhabitants of Thurr. None had yet noticed that their end was racing towards them, its gaping maw open wide to swallow them into nothingness. On the plane of immortal gods, Ishanya thrust back her ethereal shoulders and held her head high once more as she had done ages ago, no longer afraid of what her peers might do to her.
 



* * * * *
 
Seth, clad in his armor, began to scale the makeshift rungs in the stone wall of the room that had been akin to a prison cell since his mysterious arrival. Having waited several hours for the stone to cool, he was surprised to find that even now it was quite hot to the touch. Not so hot as to scald his flesh, but still hot enough to be uncomfortable to hold too tightly. Using his fingertips and toes Seth carefully scaled the wall one rung at a time until at last he was able to pull himself up through the portal in the ceiling and into the room above. Within seconds of reaching the higher chamber, Sara scurried up after him, her toes and fingers barely finding purchase among the stone rungs before she moved on to the next. It was both unnerving and impressive to see the changes wrought upon her body in action. With the combination of being lighter and having increased strength and agility, Sara made easy work of a task that had left Seth panting. So disproportionate was her weight and strength to her size, Seth wondered if Sara would have been able to simply jump the distance from the floor below to the one above, though he did not voice it. 
Scanning the room around them Seth was not able to distinguish much in the darkness other than the fact that this floor looked much like the one below. The chamber here was round too and the ceiling was high. But some differences were immediately discernible. In the center of this room stood a podium of some sort and there were two openings in the wall. Behind the podium a large window was set into the stone, and though no trace of glass remained within the frame, it was still a memorable sight as Seth had never before seen a window in the shape of a teardrop. Opposite the window, on the other side of the room, was a massive arched doorway framed in large stone blocks that even in the dark of night were clearly different from the other stone of the chamber. Seth was relieved to have found a door. Now he knew they were one step closer to getting back home. All he and Sara needed to do at this point was determine their location and from there they could choose a route back to Valdadore and learn the outcome of the battle with the black horde. 
Raising one of his palms Seth summoned a small ball of fire to illuminate the room, and turning slowly he took stock of his surroundings. Seth watched as Sara walked around the room pointing out details. The building was obviously ancient as it showed signs of disuse everywhere. Sprouts of grass and weeds grew from between the stone slabs of the floor and dust and dirt clung to everything. Upon the walls of the chamber were etched symbols of the like Seth had never seen before, written in a language foreign to him. Also around the teardrop window as well as the door symbols had been engraved into the stone in repeating patterns that made no sense to either of the young lovers. Although neither Seth nor Sara could read the language, they both agreed that it was a sure sign that they had not remained in Valdadore. Seth was not surprised by the fact that they had traveled so far by means of his magic. In fact he had a deep seated feeling that his power alone was not all that had guided him to this particular place, and here in the room with them Seth believed he found validation for that belief. 
The dais at the center of the room, or more appropriately the altar, appeared of very simple design in the dark. Though scoured by age and the elements, Seth believed he could make out features upon the singular stone column that supported a small slab of stone that made the top of the altar. Though upon first glance appearing a simple stone column about three feet high, upon closer inspection the form of a woman’s body graced the surface on what would be the front of the column. Though the ages had scoured away all of the details of the carving, Seth knew in his heart who it was the stone depicted. His fears realized, without even mentioning the discovery to Sara who still busied herself studying the symbols upon the walls, Seth turned away from the stone depiction of Ishanya. Collecting Sara as he went, Seth strode to the doorway, ready more than ever to be free of this place.
As he stepped into the doorway, Seth increased the intensity of the fireball within his palm to illuminate further that which surrounded the building. Though still dark outside, Seth noted several things of import using only the light of his magical fire. The chamber they had exited was but a small part of a much larger structure. Stepping out of the doorway onto a large stone platform, Seth at first imagined that they stood atop a great hill in the surrounding wilderness. But as he and Sara traversed what would have been the hilltop, they discovered that the entire structure was in fact manmade. Though covered in unusual brush and vines that Seth had never seen before, as he and Sara explored the top of the structure, they found it to be perfectly square and unnaturally level. Coming to the edge of the great stone platform they were surprised to find that the hill was not what they had previously thought it to be either. Where they imagined great sloping hillsides to be, covered by foreign flora to disguise its true nature they found instead at each side of the great stone platform a sprawling, descending stone staircase that made up an immense building beneath them. All four sides were identical in what appeared to be a great stone building erected in ever narrowing layers, one atop another, creating in essence a giant stone pyramid with the peak carved off to create the platform they now stood upon. In the center of that platform, at the pinnacle of the flat-topped pyramid, was the round chamber that Seth knew now to be an altar to Ishanya built ages ago. Seth could feel the goddess's eyes upon him, could sense her mocking him silently upon the night air. With the hair rising on his neck and arms, Seth led Sara down one of the four faces of the building. They carefully picked their way among the brush and vines as they climbed down to the wilderness surrounding them. Though neither of them had thought to count the many great steps they descended to reach the soil below, the process took over an hour to complete and Seth imagined that there were more than a couple hundred layers to the great building. In a hurry as he was to escape the building, each new step seemed to mock him by providing yet another step ahead and then another.
Reaching the ground cautiously, Seth had not thought of a course of action as to what to do once they had escaped the great pyramid. Having no way to determine in what direction lay Valdadore, he could not in good conscience lead Sara off into the wilderness to become prey to whatever inhabited this part of the world. Expressing his lack of knowledge of their surroundings to Sara they both agreed it best to wait until sunrise before choosing a course to lead them back home. Sara was enthralled with the great structure of the pyramid and wanted to explore more. With a devious little smile upon her lush lips, she convinced Seth to continue investigating the surroundings of the pyramid with her. Reluctantly Seth agreed, although inside he was happy that Sara, despite her physical changes, was the same woman he adored more than any other person. Taking Sara’s hand in his own they began to pick their way amongst the undergrowth around the great structure of the pyramid, both wondering what it was they might discover.
Seth and Sara spent the remaining hours of darkness exploring the area around the pyramid and found that once a small city stood here in the wilderness. Many floors to buildings remained with evidence of toppled walls and foundations, and although plants sprang up from what had once been roads and buildings alike, Seth and Sara imagined that the small city was once both beautiful and prosperous. They even ventured to guess what might have led its people to abandon the city as they explored and talked as if their current situation was nothing out of the ordinary, both of them simply happy to have each other as company. Seth imagined he could live his whole life with no other person in it than Sara. Her mischievousness kept him on his toes, her beauty kept him enthralled, her reasoning inspired him to reflect upon decisions, her laughter lifted his spirits, her voice brought him comfort, and her smile brightened his day. Seth could not imagine life without Sara. He hoped that someday, after they had found their way home, he and Sara could retire to the manor King Valdadore had promised him, and they could live out their days peacefully, perhaps raising a family of their own. After introducing Sara to his father, of course. The thought made Seth smile and Sara, thinking much along the same lines as they wandered among the ruins, returned his smile lovingly.
As day neared Seth watched as one horizon began to brighten as the darkness of the night was chased away by the light of the sun. Knowing now what direction was east, Seth needed only to determine where it was that he and Sara had landed. Unfortunately for Seth, that required returning back to the top of the pyramid to get a better lay of the land and hopefully distinguish some landmark that he might recognize. Leading Sara back to the base of the pyramid Seth explained his intentions, assuring her she could stay below as he climbed up for a better view, but unwilling to leave his side Sara chose to ascend the structure with him once again. As they began to climb the west side of the great pyramid they watched as great winged bats screeched and squawked, careening through the air and  eventually gliding out of view atop the pyramid. Sara smiled at Seth knowingly, realizing that these large bats were the very same he had used to save her life. 
For more than an hour Seth and Sara grudgingly climbed the dark side of the pyramid, opposite the sunrise, as the sky above them grew brighter and brighter allowing Seth, finally nearing the top, to extinguish his fireball. Helping Sara pick out an easy path to climb, Seth watched as for at least the twelfth time she wiped her eyes, which were now bloodshot, obviously irritated by something they had come into contact with. Seth realized at that moment that his eyes too felt dry and irritated, and wondered what it might have been that they had touched or brushed up against to cause such a reaction. Seth thought about the many plants back home that could cause rashes and irritations as they climbed the last few stairs to once again stand atop the platform upon the pyramid. The sun had crested the horizon in entirety, though standing across from the round stone chamber at the pyramid's pinnacle, Seth and Sara were still in shadow. Taking a moment to stretch, the pair turned to face back the way they had come to view the land surrounding them.
For miles to the west lay a vast, dense forest of the like Seth had only heard about in stories. Here tall trees stood with giant thronged leaves like huge hands and vines hanging precariously from the uppermost branches, or clinging to the trunks and swirling around and around the trees. Fog hugged the floor beneath the trees where brush and bushes filled the voids between them and crisscrossing vines carpeted the floor of the forest as colorful birds winged in and out between the trees in morning calls of varying pitch and volume. Beyond the forest Seth and Sara could see a vast rolling plain that began green and became tan and then brown before appearing green once again at its far side. From this plain vast clouds of dust were swept by the wind and borne upon the air currents to periodically obscure any further details, but the plain itself was of little importance. What lay beyond was what immediately held Seth’s attention, and pointing out what he believed he saw to Sara for confirmation, more miles away than he dared count, there appeared to be a silhouette upon the far horizon. From here it was but a smudge of purple upon a backdrop of like-colored sky, but even so, as the sun rose higher by the moment the smudge grew to distinction and spread from one horizon to the other. Seth and Sara watched as their belief was confirmed. 
Beyond the vast forest, and further past the plains and whatever else might lay ahead, a range of mountains loomed in the distance, barely perceptible from this distance. Seth and Sara only knew of one range of mountains this vast. The range ran down the entire eastern border of Valdadore before turning west to create the kingdom’s southern border as well. If these were the Rancor Mountains in the distance, and the sun was behind Seth, then he was on the wrong side of them. If that were true, Seth had no idea what to expect in this foreign land. He knew not if people inhabited these lands, and if they did, what race they might belong to. The dwarves inhabited the mountains themselves, burrowing and tunneling far into the earth to mine metals and gems, but that was as far as his knowledge went. Here, on this side of the Rancor mountains, if indeed these were the same mountains he believed them to be, Seth had never so much as heard tales of what he might find in these lands. 
It was apparent to Seth that at one time some race of man lived here; the ruins were proof of that. But why had they left? What type of people were they? Did they still inhabit this region? Though one of his questions might be answered, allowing them to choose a course to find their way home, such an answer made Seth imagine a million new questions to which he had no answers. Though his mind was beyond that of a normal mortal man, without information and understanding even his heightened mental abilities were useless. Knowing not what else to do, Seth decided it best to look around some more, to be sure there was nothing else that might lead him to believe that those mountains in the distance were not what they appeared. Taking Sara’s hand Seth began to lead her around the cylindrical chamber that was the pinnacle of the great pyramid structure when he found what it was that would be his biggest hindrance to getting home.
Stepping from behind the great chamber atop the stone surface of the pyramid Seth emerged into direct sunlight for the first time that morning. Instantly everything went black as his eyes began to burn uncontrollably and pain exploded in his head of the like he could only imagine could happen if his head had been cleaved in two. Freezing in his tracks Seth closed his eyes by instinct in an attempt to relieve the burning and the pain in his head. As soon as his eyes were closed the pain and burning subsided, but that was only an inkling of what was to come. A step behind, Sara emerged into the sunlight and was immediately wracked by unimaginable agony too. Though covered nearly entirely in the armor Seth had created for her, her hands remained exposed as did her head, neck and face having chosen not to wear her helm. As the rays of direct sunlight lit upon her naked flesh instantly her skin blistered, cracked and began to peel, revealing deeper portions of her flesh beneath that began to fester and burn as well. As Sara screamed a bloodcurdling, wretched scream of pain realization dawned on Seth. This was the ultimate sacrifice of saving the woman he loved. Though she had become more with the transformation, gaining strength and speed, as well as agility, so too had she become less. To sustain her body she now thirsted for blood, and to sustain her life she needed to siphon it off others like a leech of the wickedest form. But that seemed miniscule to what Seth realized at that very moment Sara screamed. Akin to the bats Seth had used to save her life, Sara’s body no longer held any immunity to the sun and as such, until he could repair the damage he had done to her, Sara would be forever banished into darkness, unable to withstand the light of day. With a portion of her altered life’s blood coursing through his own veins, Seth had become day blind, not capable of withstanding the sun's effects on his eyes. Reacting of necessity Seth dove back into the shadow of the building pulling Sara with him as she continued to scream in agony. Returning to the relative safety of the shade behind the structure, Seth opened his eyes once again to find his vision restored, though what he saw made him retch upon the stone beneath his feet.
Sara lay upon the stone panting heavily, crying and sobbing from the pain that had ravaged her body. One of her eyes lay destroyed, a thick yellow ooze leaking from the socket where it should have been. Entire chunks of her flesh and scalp had burned away revealing portions of bone and desiccated flesh beneath the surface where once was beautiful flawless skin. Her hair had burned and fallen away in patches leaving more and more flesh exposed to the sun where it too had blistered and cracked. Liquids and pus oozed from uncountable wounds upon her head, face and neck as blood had begun to run, but it also had burned away leaving scabby trails down what remained of her ruined flesh. Her hands were another gruesome wreck entirely. Though one hand, the one Seth had been holding, showed little sign of destruction, the other lay wasted, having nearly burned through completely. All that appeared to remain were bones held aloft by tendon and sinew with bits of charred and blistered flesh clinging here and there like a carcass left to rot in the sun for weeks. The sight was so gruesome Seth sat upon the stone at Sara’s side in shock, unable to act, and though his body threatened to make him retch again, it had nothing to purge as Seth had not eaten in days. Seth could not imagine how Sara survived, but doubted she would be able to live with herself if she were able to see what she had become. Seth sat frozen with Sara’s wrecked body at his side, as the woman he loved struggled to breathe through her destroyed face, sobbing loudly in pain though no tears came to bear witness to her misery.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
New Hope, New Enemy
 
 
Borrik and his men fled more than raced the day following the wretched deed they had inflicted upon the human women in the forest. None among the pack that Borrik led was left unashamed or unscarred by their actions. Though it was through instinct they had performed the deed, an instinct to perpetuate the pack, an instinct born of need for survival, their human sides screamed silently of the foulness they had done. It was a deed not to be put aside lightly, one that none would ever live to redeem. Though each of them individually struggled with inner turmoil, the men and women of Borrik’s pack of human wolf hybrids chose not to discuss the event openly. As they raced through the ancient forest eastward towards their master, climbing steadily uphill at a gut wrenching pace, it became clear that the events of the night before would haunt them all forever. As each member of the pack tried in vain to focus their minds on the task of keeping pace through the trees, each one of them, try as they might to relinquish the thoughts, would recall some stray memory of the night before. These memories were horrible, haunting images of women being brutally attacked and ravaged, and each time a recollection surfaced, it was shared with the pack consciousness and every member had to once again relive the event with a new wave of shame and guilt. 
Though shamed and disgraced by his actions, Borrik raced headlong through the twisting and winding game trails of the forest wondering at what it was that had set him and his pack off like raging beasts. He imagined that the mushrooms in the grove outside the human settlement might have had something to do with it, or perhaps a particular scent had drawn them. Borrik knew he must find the reason so he could prevent such an occurrence from happening again. Though simply stopping a repeat performance would not be his salvation, he was not sure if he could endure the guilt and remorse multiplied.
Trying to concentrate once again on his surroundings Borrik raced ahead in huge, loping strides leading his troops ever eastward and upward through the ancient forest. As he raced he began to notice subtle changes in the terrain and atmosphere. Where once dense moss had carpeted the floor of the forest, now large rocks and boulders thrust up through the soil like bones of some great beast slain ages ago. Ferns and varying other forms of brush began to sprout here and there and eventually, as they progressed further uphill, the moss receded completely as the brushes and ferns took over the forest floor in entirety. The trees began to thin by midday, and the temperature dropped with each hour along with the previous humidity. Sunlight shone regularly through the canopy above as the trees became more and more sparse the higher the pack climbed. 
It was late afternoon, having run all day with no breaks for food or rest, when catching the feline girls' scent once again Borrik broke free from the trees altogether to behold the Rancor Mountains in their path. Sniffing the air Borrik assured himself they needed to continue east, but knowing his men desired food and drink, he ordered a halt and gave orders telepathically to his men to be ready to begin anew within an hour's time.
Sharing their supplies as they had done before, each of the powerful wolf men and women quickly ate their fill and drank until their thirsts were satiated, and any packs emptied of supplies were left behind to rot. Supplies it seemed would not last but one more meal, but before an hour had passed the pack picked up their meager remaining supplies, and within seconds of stowing their wares were back on their feet, ready to leave, when the howling began. Instantly all members of Borrik’s pack lifted their noses to the air and began sniffing vigorously to catch a scent. Here the wind ran parallel to the mountain range swirling and careening around great stones, boulders and mountain tops alike and a scent could be borne upon the wind for miles. Catching the familiar scent of their comrades, Borrik’s own troops began to howl in reply, a great mournful crescendo that echoed and reverberated off the stone and trees around them. 
Borrik had sent runners days before to gather up the rest of Lord Seth’s wolf troops and apparently the call was being heeded. Unsure of exactly how far away his comrades were, or how long it might take them to catch up, Borrik decided not to wait to find out. He needed to keep on the feline sisters' trail while it was fresh, for only they knew the location of their master, and Borrik was determined now more than ever that Seth needed him. Beginning anew Borrik began racing off up the mountainside heading once again ever eastbound. He led his men late into the evening as light began to fail, up the rocky terrain at a dangerous pace searching for two things; the sisters' scent and a pass through the mountains. 
As the sun diminished over the horizon Borrik crested a rise, his feet scratching and clawing for purchase among the stone surfaces, and feeling a bit of success, as if it were an actual accomplishment, he beheld before him what it was he was seeking. Just as Borrik topped the rise he watched as the pair of feline sisters disappeared into what appeared to be a great crack between two of the immense mountains. From this distance, in the eerie twilight between day and night, the crack appeared but a narrow gouge between the great stone faces of two neighboring mountains, barely wide enough to permit the young girls. However as he and his men neared the pass Borrik realized, even in the now darkened night, that it was his perspective angle and distance that had made it seem so. But as Borrik led his men to the entrance of the pass, he was assaulted on three entirely different levels from three entirely different sources.
Springing from the darkened pass, nearly colliding with the wolf troops, the feline sisters of Seth’s creation bolted from the rocky gorge, springing and pouncing as fast as lightning right past the wolf men towards the forest below. Although as startling as their retreat from the pass was, the girls’ flight was simply the harbinger of the second assault on Borrik. Following the girls, carried by the wind created by their swift passage, was a scent that Borrik recognized. Many days previous, following the battle with the black horde, Borrik and his men had hunted another mountain pass to the south of the kingdom, chasing down and slaughtering their fleeing foes. Among the southern mountains Borrik had found this scent once before but it had been weaker, older, something from days past. Here and now, however, some living being that he had never put a name to was concealed within the pass. The scent warned of something large and carnivorous, but beyond that Borrik had no notion of what to expect within the darkened confines of the mountain. Whatever it was, it had scared the feline sisters into full retreat, and that was but the second thing that assailed Borrik. The third came from within his own mind.
As the cat-like sisters bolted past Borrik carrying with them the smell of some unforeseen danger, images and emotions flashed through Borrik’s mind of the forest below him where it broke from the trees. Dozens of Borrik’s troops had come to join them and were racing this very moment up the same mountainside he and his small pack had just finished climbing. They would arrive within the hour. Borrik was relieved to have reinforcements to help with this unnamed foe, but at the same moment his hopes were dashed as the ground beneath his feet began to shake and tremble, forcing him to bend his knees and lower his center of gravity lest he should lose his footing.
Subliminally Borrik ordered his troops to either side of the opening in the rock wall before them. Borrik was not a military veteran, but a few of the wolf men that called him alpha were. Borrik knew everything his pack knew, witnessed everything his pack witnessed, and experienced everything his pack experienced, and as such he knew more about military strategy than nearly any man alive. Setting up their ambush the wolf troops waited silently, as still as death, melting into the deepest, darkest shadows the giant rock walls afforded. None knew what enemy approached nor how many there might be. As the men waited images flashed across Borrik’s subconscious mind as his troops imagined what might be that approached them from higher up the mountain. Some imagined a great troop of oily-skinned orcs marching through the pass while others imagined it to be some great otherworldly beast that they had only heard of in tales. Borrik doubted all of their imaginings, though he himself dared not consider what this unseen foe might be, instead waiting for the creature to reveal itself. 
As the pack waited somewhat anxiously, a new sound lent itself to the approach of whatever enemy it was that came to claim them. Along with the great pounding that shook the ground beneath their feet, now came a raspy, bellowing noise as if air was gushing through the dry leaves of a tree at the end of fall, or perhaps more like waves crashing upon the stones of a beach. As the unseen foe closed the distance through the dark pass, the pounding and rasping grew louder and louder and pebbles and rocks began to rain down on the wolf men from the mountainside above. Borrik could not believe what his senses were telling him. With each moment his body shook more with the approach of this unknown danger. With each pounding step the beast took, Borrik’s body fought to stay upright as if the earth was heaving beneath his feet straining his joints and muscles. However, Borrik would not need to endure the torturous wait much longer.
When the shaking ground and ceaseless booming grew to a nearly unbearable level, Borrik and his men watched as the creature extracted itself from the gorge between the mountains. None dared move without an order from their alpha, and even then some doubted they could bring this monster down. Stepping from the great crevice came a beast unlike anything any of the wolf men had seen before. All had heard tales and descriptions of a giant, but what they saw before them dwarfed any depiction they could have imagined. Easily as tall as five large men, the enormous monster of a beast stomped out of the pass crushing stones beneath its great weight, causing plumes of dust to explode under its feet. It was a formidable creature by any account. Its size was daunting to even the most experienced warrior, but that was only a small portion of what made the giant fearsome. The creature’s limbs were all massively large with bulging muscles and sinew, a requirement for growing to such an immense size. Its four arms, two sprouting from each shoulder, were abnormally long which gave it an ape-like gait and an amazing reach. 
Atop the massive body rested a head and face that appeared to have been created for the sole purpose of inspiring fear. The giant lacked any sign of hair over his entire body, and on his head, where hair was expected to grow, lines of thick spikes sprouted from the very bones beneath the flesh trailing down the back of his neck and onto his shoulders. The beast's eyes were more widely set than any other race of man Borrik could recall, and even in the complete absence of light, they seemed to glow with a menacing green luminescence of their own. Beneath the monster's wicked eyes sprouted a nose more like a beak than anything akin to other races of men, and upon the great boney beak was a single nostril where steamy hot air exploded forth each time the beast exhaled. It was this that created the rasping sound the men had used to track the creature’s progress through the mountain pass. Beneath the beak-like nose lay a mouth more foul than anything Borrik had witnessed upon another being, either man or animal. It appeared a great hole in the giant's face, circular in shape and large enough to encompass a man. Within the great hole of a mouth were rows upon rows of razor sharp teeth to which pieces of rotting flesh clung pervading the air with a thick stench of death and decay.
Borrik initially thought to draw the giant off down the mountainside and then race back up and through the pass with his men, but with more of his troops on their way he dared not leave them to face this foe alone. Borrik had two dozen battle-ready men currently with more en route. To him it was not a matter if they could bring the giant down, but more a matter of what the cost of such a battle might be. Whatever the cost, however, the decision was made for Borrik without his consent as the giant, stepping free from the confines of the pass, raised its wicked beak and began to sniff the air vigorously. Swiveling its massive head this way and that, tasting the air for an unfamiliar scent, the giant peered into the shadows with its glowing green eyes and spotted one of Borrik’s men. Rearing backwards, the giant hefted his massive body to its full height, and clenching his four massive hands into fists, he charged the lone wolf man whom his gaze had fallen upon.
With little time to react, Borrik ordered his men to meet the challenge. Fortunately for the single wolf soldier whom the giant charged, his comrades sprang from the shadows barking and growling, giving the giant pause to reassess the situation. Unfortunately for Borrik and his men, however, the giant changed tactics and spun to meet them showing both its unbelievable agility for a being so large, and proof of intelligence. With fists as large as a man the giant began to rain blows down upon the wolf men in its path with all four of its massive arms, sending Borrik’s soldiers scattering in all directions to evade the blows. Each time the giant missed a foe, it drove one of its massive fists into the rocky ground causing the earth to shake beneath the wolf men’s feet, making them struggle to stay standing. Seeing the effect this had upon them, the intelligent giant began steadily beating the ground with two of his fists causing many of the wolf men to stumble or trip and fall. With its two remaining fists the giant continued to bat at the fallen wolf men in an attempt to crush them with his bare hands. The giant managed a few glancing blows with this tactic and sent more than one of Borrik’s troops flying through the air to land with broken limbs or ribs far from their comrades who still struggled to put up a fight. No matter how successful the giant's new tactic was, Borrik saw a flaw in the creature's plan.
Ordering some of his troops to remain behind to keep the giant's attention, Borrik and a dozen of his men began to scale the near vertical rocky sides of the mouth of the mountain pass. Climbing to a height greater than that of even the giant, and clinging on for dear life as the mountain shook from the giant's incessant pummeling, Borrik gave the order to attack. With absolute faith in their alpha, all the wolf men clinging to the side of the mountain sprang into the air to rain down upon the giant from above. Borrik watched as they made their attack, each of them landing to dig their clawed fingers and toes into the flesh of the giant where they began ripping and tearing at its flesh with their teeth and claws. With a howl of pain the giant stood again to its full height and began to spin its massive body to dislodge those clinging to its back. Borrik had hoped for such a reaction, and digging his clawed toes into the stone of the mountain, he crouched as he released his hold with his hands to gain more thrust as he lunged away from the safety of the mountainside.
Borrik shot through the air, both outward and downward from the mountainside, his eyes unblinking, unwilling to lose sight of his target for even a moment. Hoping he had timed his launch appropriately, Borrik soared through the air for what felt like an eternity as time seemed to slow as it does in the last moments of life. This apparent slowing of time gave Borrik the ability to react to the ever changing angle of attack as his outward momentum began to fail and his leap became more of a plummet. Borrik had hoped, after watching his men spring from the mountain, that if he had timed it right he could land upon the giant’s neck or shoulder where he could slash and claw at the giant's throat and hopefully locate a major blood vessel. With the added weight of his armor, and his larger size in comparison to his men, it appeared he had miscalculated.
As Borrik plummeted through the air driven by gravity and momentum, he watched the struggle playing out beneath him in perfect clarity. Just as he was sure he would miss his target, the giant, in an attempt to relieve some pain one of the wolf men was inflicting, twisted his body and bent in such a way as to try to reach a portion of his back normally unobtainable. Seeing his opening Borrik growled as loudly as he was able and  smashed his two armored wrists together with a loud clang in an attempt to get the giant's attention. His ploy worked perfectly. As Borrik careened the last few feet towards the giant, the great beast of a man heard his growl and the sound of metal on metal and turned his face up towards the mountainside. Borrik, reacting by instinct born of survival, reached to dig his claws in wherever they made purchase. Upon impact, with the added weight of his armor at terminal velocity, Borrik felt his muscles and tendons strain as they worked to ease the blow to his entire body. As Borrik dug his fingers and claws into the fleshy portion between the giant’s beak and ear, he realized time was a luxury he had little of. Wanting to inflict as much damage as was possible before the giant could swat him away, Borrik looked to the only piece of anatomy that afforded him the opportunity he needed. With a great lunge Borrik sprang up the giant's face as the creature kicked and spun, flailing his four massive arms. Just as the giant prepared to extract the wolf man from his face, Borrik turned the tide of the battle in a single blow.
Grabbing the giant's lower eyelid with one clawed hand, Borrik dug in his toes once again and leaned out from the immense creature’s face to lend his blow more strength. As all things with eyelids do, the giant closed his immense eye in an attempt to shield it from impending danger. The thin membrane of flesh was little in the way of an obstacle to a man with more than human strength and clawed fingers to boot. Driving the blow with all the leverage and might he could muster, Borrik, keeping all of his clawed fingers straight to imitate the blade of a sword, drove his entire arm up to the shoulder through the giant's eyelid and into one of its massive eyes with a gush of a thick jelly-like substance that reeked of putrid decay. Not daring even a single moment of celebration, Borrik extracted his arm, and using all of his claws to slow his descent, slid down from the giant's face in time to watch the blow that would have ended his life. 
Panicking as any man would, the giant sought to save his eyesight by any means possible. The only two options the giant had were to either carefully extract the hairy beast from his face, or pummel the life out of it in a single blow. Much to Borrik’s amusement, the giant had apparently chosen option two. As Borrik slithered from the giant's face, scratching and clawing to slow his fall, the giant bashed himself in his now ruined eye with all of his might sending the foul smelling eye jelly exploding out in all directions to rain down upon the stone below. Such was the force of the blow, the giant caused itself to lose it's balance, and twisting as he fell, the giant creature landed upon his belly with a thud that shook the earth for miles. Those of Borrik’s troops upon the giant's back howled in victory, riding the beast to the ground. Those wolf men already on the ground scurried out from under the falling giant, and Borrik simply waited until the last possible moment then sprang from the creature to land hard, but safely, a couple paces away. Though celebrate as they did with howls, barks and cheers, the pack of wolf men’s rejoicing would be short lived.
With a moan, followed by a monstrous roar, the giant rolled in an attempt to right himself and regain his feet. Borrik watched as one of his men vanished beneath the great bulk of the giant with a crunch accompanied by a spurting of blood and other foul liquids across the stone. He ordered his men to attack in hopes of keeping the beast upon the ground. His order was accompanied by a great crescendo of howls from a few hundred yards further down the mountain. Reinforcements had arrived. Biting and clawing, scratching and slashing, Borrik’s men fought on in a flurry of attacks as viciously as they were able, but with nothing but their claws and teeth, their attacks availed little more than scratches to the giant, who in his anger began to kick his legs and thrash his massive arms, rolling this way and that in an attempt to crush all of his would-be attackers. Another of Borrik’s men was squashed beneath of the giant's massive legs and another was caught up in one of the beast's giant fists only to be crushed before being bitten in half in the gruesome maw of the giant. If they did not end this fight soon, Borrik knew the losses would be tremendous. Deciding upon a course of action, Borrik sent an image to all of his men, even those that approached from down the mountainside, that held a thousand meanings and emotions. Most importantly, it was an order to keep the giant upon the ground at all costs. With his order given, Borrik began to rush this way and that in the darkness, his keen eyes searching for an implement with which to deal death to the giant, and many moments later, after his reinforcements had arrived and added themselves to his cause, Borrik found that which he was seeking.
Borrik’s tool of death it seemed would be a crude one. A weapon formed of despair and necessity, but if fate were with him Borrik knew it would serve his purpose. Pulling the scraggly tree from its roots where it clung precariously to the rocky soil, Borrik then used his clawed hands to rip from the small tree every branch leaving naught but the stunted twisted trunk, no bigger around than a child's arm, and no longer than he himself was tall. Tearing off the gangly roots Borrik shaped the base of the trunk into a crude point using nothing but his clawed fingers. Inspecting his work, and assuring himself it was his only option, Borrik took up the makeshift spear and raced back into the fray as the ground beneath him shook and trembled with the giant's struggle.
Borrik’s men had performed their sole duty perfectly. When Borrik had fled to search for a weapon he had left behind fewer than twenty men to subdue the giant. Now that more of his troops had arrived there were more than four times that number, and with their increased numbers it appeared the men were finally having some success. The giant now appeared to be a great mass of roiling fur and blood. Nearly every inch of the giant lay beneath the slashing and biting mass of Seth’s created race of wolf men and women. If their weight alone was not enough to keep the giant aground, Borrik felt relieved by the fact that they had found another way to keep the giant from regaining his feet. As Borrik raced to carry out his plan he could not help but grin at a gruesome image that flashed through his mind of the giant's major tendon above his ankle being ripped through. However, as the ground continued to shake, and an occasional wolf man was either crushed or sent flying through the air, the alpha wolf knew the battle was not yet won.
Borrik raced to the giant’s head which thrashed this way and that in an attempt to keep the wolf men from his face, exactly where Borrik intended to go. Holding his crude spear in his teeth, Borrik closed the distance at a sprint and lunged as high as he was able, digging his claws into the flesh between the great rows of spikes upon the giant's head. Using both his claws and the head spikes to gain purchase, Borrik climbed carefully, timing his movements between jolts as the giant shook his head. Slowly and precariously Borrik clawed his way up to the edge of the giant's great forehead, managing against all odds to keep his footing. Now however was the moment of truth. Borrik knew he needed to time his strike perfectly, but with the giant thrashing around, heaving his head and body this way and that, Borrik could barely manage to hold on, let alone strike a killing blow upon the beast. Borrik shifted his weight time and again trying to gain a better vantage point on his target as well as a more secure base to attack from, however with the constantly changing angle to gravity it was a feeble attempt at best. Borrik could wait no longer. The longer it took him to strike, the longer his men were in danger. Timing his attack as best as he was able, Borrik released his makeshift spear from his maw and grasping it firmly in his dominant hand he lunged towards the eye he had destroyed earlier in the battle.
Borrik thrust his crude spear into the now empty eye socket driving it down with the weight of his own body and felt as the spear began to drive into the soft tissues behind the eye. It was then the giant destroyed all chances of success of Borrik’s plan. As the crude spear, driven beneath Borrik’s body weight met with the soft flesh beyond the eye socket, the giant again thrashed his head causing the side of the spear to lodge against the rim of the eye socket. With Borrik’s weight behind the force of the blow, the wrenching motion to one side caused the malformed wood of the spear to shatter, sending small splinters exploding out in all directions as Borrik clawed and scratched for purchase upon the giant's face.
Lodging one of his clawed feet in the giant's singular nostril upon its beak, Borrik clung with his hands to the eye socket as the giant writhed violently in an attempt to shake him from his face. As the giant shook Borrik could see the broken end of the shaft protruding from the back of the eye socket but knew the spear was now too short to do any real damage. However, Borrik realized he still had one option remaining to him.
Gruesome as it was, with blood mingled with eye jelly and other foul liquids sloshing this way and that, Borrik timed his next move with the shaking of the giant's head. Using gravity to his advantage, he released the monster's nostril with his clawed foot and swung himself into the now vacant eye socket amongst the putrid liquids. Standing within the socket, still violently swinging to one side and then the other, Borrik, waist deep in the giant's head, clung to the rim of bone surrounding the socket and raised one of his large muscled legs as far as he was able, bringing his knee to his chest. Driving his raised foot down with all of his might, while at the same time bending his other knee to lower his entire body, Borrik drove his foot, atop the broken shaft of the spear, several feet down within the skull of the giant where hot flesh surrounded Borrik’s armored leg and fluids began to fill the cavities between his own flesh and his armor. Though Borrik had hoped for a quick end, the giant began to thrash about even more wildly allowing Borrik to do nothing but hold on for his life. Although as the giant thrashed, Borrik’s body shifted this way and that enlarging the hole in its brain causing more and more damage. As if in a final attempt to rid itself of the invader in its head the giant screamed a booming, eardrum-tearing scream and with a final jerk and a shudder, ceased its endless thrashing.
 



* * * * *
 
Garret strode into the war room looking a wreck. One arm hung limply at his side, his clothes were torn and bloodied, and dark circles surrounded his eyes from both lack of sleep and the tears he had shed in Linaya’s company. As he strode into the room, straight-backed with his head held high, all eyes turned to look upon him. Many a mouth fell open that moment and several gasps of disbelief escaped unchecked lips, though Garret did not notice. Garret was focused. He was a man on a mission. He had, along with co-conspirators, come up with a plan to set the kingdom up for success and he intended to do just that. Though circumstance dictated that once again his plans wait at least a bit longer.
"What has befallen you, Lord Garret?" Karishtala asked rushing to his side to assess his wounds.
"They are self-inflicted," Garret said simply.
"Aha, you see his judgment is cloudy, and you would have him elevated to lead the Knights of Valdadore!" Vladmere hissed from across the room before continuing his tirade. "He cannot even control his own actions in a manner befitting a common soldier let alone a knight of the..."
"Shut your hole, Vladmere!" Garret boomed using the might of his blessing to add strength to the words. "I sustained my injuries in an attempt to save the life of Sirus' widow, Mistress Sasha. However the attempt was for naught, as healers are sparse in the castle at present," Garret concluded.
"Sasha is gone?" Karishtala asked already knowing the answer. "She was a dear friend, I've known her since we were children," she added. "Let me tend your injuries, Lord Garret, before we continue our meeting."
Without so much as awaiting a response, Karishtala began a slow sweet chant as she grasped Garret’s arm at the shoulder and wrist. Near instantly her hands began to shed a light of their own as Garret’s arm heaved upward back into the socket and his collar bone and arm snapped back into place fully mended. Bruises, scrapes and cuts seemed to vanish as all pain subsided and once again Garret stood a whole man, free of discomfort, having been healed both physically and mentally at least for the time being.
Feeling renewed Garret expressed his gratitude to the head of the order of healers. Walking at her side around the great table at the center of the room, Garret nodded to those he passed in greeting as he and Karishtala found themselves seats to begin the meeting anew. No sooner had Garret’s backside made contact with the chair than chaos erupted from all sides of the table with people yelling over the top of one another in an attempt to be heard. This type of politics Garret had no patience for and he once again drew upon his blessing to enhance his voice.
"That is enough!" Garret’s voice boomed, causing the furniture in the room to vibrate and everyone to fall instantly silent once again. "We will accomplish nothing in this manner. King Valdadore has yet to be laid to rest and you all act as a pack of dogs fighting over what part of the kingdom to devour. Treat each other with some dignity, and for all the gods' sakes, let’s do this in an orderly fashion. At least strive to act with the demeanor befitting your stations." Garret received looks from those around him as if they were all whipped dogs.
"What would you suggest, Lord Garret?" Sulvis, the old army general, asked.
"I would suggest we begin at the lowest position that needs to be filled and work our way up in an orderly manner," Garret replied.
Heads nodded around the table in agreement and before long a system was worked out where a vacant position was announced, members of the council would present names to fill those positions and a vote would be taken for each person. Their plan already in place, the men and women of the council who wanted better for the kingdom and not for themselves, began using their votes to fill posts with men and women worthy of new titles. As those were filled, that newly-titled person was called from the chamber beyond to take his or her seat at the war table to be included in the next vote. Many a new member was added to the king's council, including the infamous Dillon Storm, a man of many wives and many more children. He had taken the position of royal grain clerk. It was a lowly position in the overall scheme of things, but who better than a man with thirty-one children to ration out the kingdom's grain stores. 
Garret sat patiently as the hours passed, casting his vote time and again, memorizing each new face and name that came to the table. All the lower positions of the council had been filled by early morning, and now it was time to fill stations of higher regard. These came with titles and land. These were the positions that the greedy and power hungry would strive for. Just as predicted, Vladmere and his cronies began offering up themselves into positions greater than their current ones. But also as planned, Garret and all of his original kingdom-minded allies, along with many of their newly appointed honorable men and women, dashed all their hopes of gaining further power. Garret was highly impressed with the outcome and for the first time in days he felt that things were actually going the way they should. At least that is what he thought until they announced the last position to be filled by the council.
Garret sat quietly, often mimicking Sulvis's or Karishtala's votes as they had much more knowledge of the people being recommended, as well as the positions being filled. It wasn’t until nearly every council seat was filled that Garret found himself caught off guard in a situation unlike any other he had been in before.
"Next on the list is Knight Captain to the Knights of Valdadore," Sulvis stated, eyeing his list pragmatically before he continued. "I would like to suggest Lord Garret for the position."
Garret nearly choked on his own breath, his stomach immediately clenching into a million knots and all blood draining from his face. Before he could even respond or react, a vote went around the table and it was near unanimously decided that Garret be awarded the position, apart from Vladmere and a few of his purchased allies. After a moment of silence all eyes turned to Garret, who still needed to cast his vote, though by majority the decision was already made. Seeing the eyes upon him, Garret did the only thing a man of honor could do at that point.
"I am honored by the gesture and the title you would bestow me. However I cast my vote a ‘nay’, though by majority it matters little. As such I then relinquish the title as there are more deserving men than I for the position," Garret stated honestly. "I would then recommend Jordin Mason for the title as he has been with the Knights of Valdadore longer, has more experience and has earned the loyalty of not only myself, but the rest of the knights as well,” Garret concluded.
"Well done, Lord Garret!" Sulvis shouted. "You see, that is what we need in this kingdom, honorable, honest men who want what is best for everyone, not just themselves. You are an inspiration to an old codger like myself, Lord Garret," Sulvis stated a grin spreading across his face. "Let us put it to vote then shall we?"
Many a man and woman in the room looked at Garret for a long moment before beginning the vote. Most of them looked at him in reverence, as if the old veteran's words had rung true within them, that Garret was a decent man like they should strive to be. Many of them nodded their approval to him then before that final vote. Not all, of course. Vladmere simply sneered and raised his nose thinking himself better, but most in the room now held the highest respect for Garret, and he felt he had done what he could to rightfully earn it.
The vote to put Lord Jordin Mason as the new head of the order of the Knights of Valdadore went quickly as all cast their votes in his favor, and finally the council was again full. One last deed needed to be accomplished, and all were hesitant to even bring attention to the matter, all but one at least.
"All the seats are filled, Sulvis. Will you not announce the next matter we need to attend to?" Vladmere asked impatiently.
Garret sat silently watching the wheels turning in Sulvis' head. Earlier in the day none of them had thought to mention who they would put forward for this particular position, but Garret already knew that he would back Sulvis if the man stood to take the role he deserved. Everyone in the room observed silently as the grizzled old veteran looked around the room at them, his wise eyes falling upon each person surrounding the table as if he weighed them against the sole duty remaining. After a long uncomfortable silence, the aged man once again pushed his chair back from the table and stood to announce the position to be filled.
"The matter at hand is the gravest of decisions. This vote alone could mark the beginning of a bright new future for Valdadore, or it could mark the beginning of its demise. It takes a singular person to hold a kingdom together, a person of untold strength to bear the burdens of rule. It takes a person of honor to rule in a way that gives a chance at happiness to even the poorest of our charges. This title alone belongs to a unique person who is willing to sacrifice everything that they are or would hope to be for the betterment of the kingdom as a whole. As the throne stands empty, it is with a heavy heart that I bring to the table the position of king, or queen, for each and every one of us to serve willingly and to the best of our ability," Sulvis concluded, taking a seat once again.
Garret watched as Vladmere nodded across the table and Klythen, the head of the blacksmiths, who in response rose.
"I would like to present Lord Vladmere for the position of king," Klythen stated simply.
"Nay," Garret said before Sulvis could even start the vote.
Springing up from his seat, Vladmere glared across the room, a wicked, menacing sneer spreading across his face. Pointing a crooked, boney finger in Garret’s direction he began to shout, "Who are you to cast the first vote, you sniveling whelp?" Vladmere yelled. "You are the pathetic spawn of an urchin and don't even deserve the title you already hold!" he added as his face began to redden.
Garret kept his cool as best as he was able, but he simply could not allow such talk of his family.
"Who am I?" Garret asked. "Who are you to think yourself deserving such an honor of a position that requires ten times your mental capacity? You are an evil, conniving, power-hungry, pathetic man with nothing but his blessing to hide behind. If it wasn't for your abilities you would not even remain on this council, for without your power you are nothing but intolerable at best."
"Says the son of a barmaid and the brother of a murderer!" Vladmere roared back. "I have served this kingdom for near a century. I have been the head of the order of battle mages for longer than you have been alive. Again I ask, what gives you the right to a vote against me?"
"Indeed you speak the truth. I am new in service to the kingdom. A kingdom that I love, and a kingdom that has shown me love. Indeed I am the son of an innkeeper and a barmaid, parents who taught me the difference between earning my keep and demanding that which I wanted. Yes, you are correct that you have served as the head of the battle mages since before I was even born, but only because you were the most powerful mage in the kingdom, not because you were well thought of." Garret  waited for a response.
"What do you imply by were boy, I am the most powerful magician in the kingdom and don't you forget it!" Vladmere said in an accusing tone.
"Sorry to have to remind you, Vladmere, but before my brother came along, you were the most powerful magician in the kingdom. Now in comparison you are but a child's plaything," Garret replied coolly.
"Oh yes, your all powerful brother...and where is he now?" Vladmere asked, grinning wickedly. "That’s right, the pathetic novice killed himself by accident when he murdered the king!" He shouted again.
"You should pray to your god that he is dead," Garret stated, "for I don't think you will survive long in his shadow when he returns. Again I will agree with you though. Though I am sure it was by accident, and I know it saved all of our lives, what you say is true. My brother, Lord Seth, killed the king, but so long as I am here and upon this council, you will never be king," Garret concluded, rising from his own chair to a clamorous ringing of cheers and clapping.
As he stood and those around him began to applaud and cheer his final statement, Garret realized all too quickly he had pushed the power-hungry mage entirely too far. As they glared at one another across the broad table, Vladmere thrust back the sleeves to his robe and began wiggling his fingers and chanting in preparation of a spell. Garret assumed a fireball would lance from the mage any second, though he dared not invoke his own power lest he bring the ceiling down upon all gathered in the war room. All he could do was hope to dodge the barrage at the last moment. But as soon as sparks began to take shape in Vladmere's hand, a chair shattered over the mage’s head with a crack and he crumpled to the ground in a heap. The old veteran Sulvis, head general to the armies of Valdadore, stood behind where the mage had been, the leg of a chair still in his hand, a mischievous grin across his wrinkled old lips.
"Now that's over, shall we have a vote on Vladmere for king?" Sulvis asked sarcastically.
"Nay!" the room shouted.
"Well then, shall we carry on?" Sulvis asked.
"High General Sulvis, if I may?" Garret asked wishing to address the room.
"Indeed you may, Lord Garret," was the reply.
"Honored council members, if we may but take a recess on this meeting, I feel it ill-timing to name the king's successor before he is laid to rest," Garret began. "King Valdadore shall have his parade, funeral and be entombed in mere hours. Can we not honor him first before naming a new leader to the kingdom?" Garret asked, hoping to be free of politics for at least a few hours.
Again the room erupted in applause, everyone nodding their agreement to him. Within moments the members of the king's council began to rise and file out the door a few at a time, each going to tend to their own duties and to prepare the final arrangements for the king's parade. Garret lagged behind watching them all go, and catching Sulvis's attention before the old general made his exit, Garret led him away from the door and prying ears.
"Sulvis, I wish to speak to you a moment if you have the time."
"Indeed, Lord Garret. What can I do for you?" Sulvis asked, obviously intrigued.
"First of all, thank you for rearranging the furniture so to speak," Garret said with a chuckle.
"He had it comin'," Sulvis replied, laughing as well.
"More importantly, I will be announcing you as candidate for the position of king," Garret said.
"I see," Sulvis replied. "I am honored by your high regard of me."
"I can see no other man upon the council more deserving of the position, nor is there any other who is held in such high regard amongst all the council members," Garret said, stating the truth.
"You do what you feel in your gut is right, Lord Garret, and I think you will never regret it," Sulvis said, and without awaiting another reply the old veteran turned and stalked out the door to attend to other matters.
Garret stood alone in the silent chamber for a moment, glad that most of the politics for the day were over. He was beginning to get a real feel for the people of the council, what drove them, what swayed them, what held their loyalties, and most importantly, whom he could rely upon to vote Sulvis into the kingship of Valdadore. Assuring himself they would have the votes needed to place a good man upon the throne, Garret strode out of the room to do as he said he would many hours before, and return to Linaya’s chamber to check upon her well-being.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9
Unwitting Prisoners and Unlikely Allies
 
 
Gathering his wits, Seth pulled the ruined form of the woman he loved into his arms and deeper into the shadow. There he clung to her a moment, his eyes closed, unable to gaze upon her devastated visage. Once again Seth began to drown in despair. It seemed that everything he touched turned to ruin. Because of him Sara had been injured at the battle with the black horde. Because of him she had been altered into a bloodthirsty, less-than human being. Because of him she could no longer dwell in the light, and because of him, Sara’s face, head and hands were a desiccated mess of burned and melted flesh and bone. Seth could not imagine the pain that the still sobbing Sara must be enduring, nor could he do anything to ease it. Seth was helpless and knew that in time, if he could not repair the physical destruction he had done to Sara, it would take a toll on the love she had for him. Defeated, Seth opened his eyes in an attempt to assess the damage further, hoping that he had imagined it worse than it actually was.
Seth sat astonished with Sara in his arms as the nature of the life within her revealed itself once again to an extent that Seth would not have even dared to hope for. As Seth watched Sara’s ruined face, he noticed small slithering vessels at first begin to spread across the bare bone of her skull and face. Stretching across the smooth surfaces of her bones the small tendrils sought each other out and connected and intertwined with one another before beginning to pulse with the beat of her heart, restoring blood to damaged areas. Still Seth watched in wonder as burned and charred groups of muscles began to regenerate and tendons crawled across her skull to attach to these newly-formed muscles only to retract again, pulling them taut. Soft tissues began to grow to fill the void between muscles as the few remnants of skin upon Sara’s wrecked head began to undulate and grow in all directions, spreading and regenerating at an astounding rate, eventually covering her head and face in entirety. Even the seams where the flesh met itself closed and smoothed into flawless perfection. Just as eyelashes began to sprout from Sara’s eyelids her eyes opened as she gasped for a breath of fresh air, expelling what appeared to be smoke and soot. Once again hair sprouted from all of the bald patches upon her head and within moments had grown back to the length it had been prior to her destruction. 
Evoking his vision of the gods Seth watched as Sara’s aura pulsed so fast he could barely mark the beat. However, he also watched as with each pulse her aura diminished noticeably. She had retained enough of the bat's extraordinary ability to heal even from a wound as grievous as this had been, but it had cost her an immense amount of life to regenerate to this extent. Though Seth had given into Sara the life of twenty men, she now only held that of perhaps ten. She had spent over six hundred years of life to heal, and Seth could only imagine what it would have cost her had she not been wearing her armor. Focusing again on Sara, Seth watched as she looked up to him from within his arms and smiled, completely restored. But Sara was again changed.
It was not anything that any other person on Thurr would notice, having not spent an excess of their time looking into Sara’s face. However, Seth easily marked the change as an artist might note a forgery of his work. People aged every day, though none would notice the alterations day by day. It took months or years to notice the subtle changes of the flesh due to age and elements. But Sara, it appeared, had regressed several years within moments. Where her skin had been burned away, new flawless flesh like that of a new born babe had re-grown in its place removing all signs of age, making her look remarkably younger and more beautiful than ever. Seth could not help but to smile at the sight of Sara looking up at him with her even more beautiful face, and though he knew she endured much to love him, he knew that one day he would make it up to her.
"So it seems we won't be doing much traveling today," Sara remarked as if she had not only moments before been burned nearly to death.
"It would appear not," Seth replied. "I am sorry I did not anticipate this setback, Sara. Once again I have failed you, but I will make it up to you somehow."
"You didn't fail me," Sara stated almost harshly. "I am alive, am I not? I owe you my life Seth, no matter how that life has changed or been altered. I am alive because of you and don't you forget it!" She added.
"I wish I had a mirror to show you," Seth stated, his mood changed already. "I think you would like what you saw.”
"Why is that? Have I changed?" Sara asked reaching up to feel her face and hair.
"You have. Your skin is perfect, flawless, beautiful, and I have to admit you look at least a few years younger," Seth stated honestly.
"I see," Sara said simply, a mischievous grin spreading across her lips. "So you mean to say, the day you married me, you know, before I burst into flames, my skin wasn't perfect, flawless or beautiful?"
"Technically you didn't actually burst into flames," Seth answered, avoiding the real question.
"Technically you aren't getting out of this that easily," Sara replied before thrusting her body upwards, bringing their mouths together for a shared moment of passion.
"So what do we do now?" Sara asked Seth.
"We hide from the sun and wait," Seth shrugged.
"Shouldn't we get moving? I can use my clothes to cover my face and hands and you can guide me. It will be slow but at least it will be progress." Sara began to undress.
"I can't, Sara," Seth stopped her before continuing. "When you bit me, somehow your blood mingled with mine and I too am changed. When I stepped into direct sunlight my eyes felt like they were burning and I lost my sight. I am day blind as you are, only to a lesser degree." Seth added once again feeling defeated.
"But if we are traveling west, won't your back be to the sun? So can we not travel at least a few hours before the sun gets too high, and find a safe spot to spend the rest of the day?" Sara asked, speaking her thoughts aloud.
"You, my love, are a genius," Seth stated. "But before we take any chances we need to take precautions."
Reaching within himself, Seth drew out a portion of his massively swelled life force and again removed a share equal to that of twenty men, releasing it within Sara to meld and become one with her own aura. That completed both Seth and Sara went about protecting all of Sara’s exposed flesh. She decided it best to wear her helm, but a small portion of her neck was still exposed at the seam in her armor, as were her hands. Tearing his tunic into pieces, Seth and Sara were easily able to create mitten-like portions from the sleeves which Sara slid her hands into, pulling the excess snugly up her arms beneath her armor where the straps would hold them in place. Then using what remained of the fabric, Seth wrapped it tightly around Sara’s neck like the scarves that were worn by the wealthy women of Valdadore. Though she looked ridiculous, Seth imagined the new additions to Sara’s armor would serve their purpose. As prepared as was possible, Seth and Sara, careful to keep their backs to the sun and its direct rays, climbed back down the western side of the pyramid.
Entering the foreign jungle surrounding the pyramid was akin to entering another world entirely. Again the large, colorful birds glided between the towering trunks of the massive trees that surrounded them. Vines clung to everything both vertical and horizontal making every step a difficulty. They had to be extraordinarily careful as a single trip among the vines could cause Sara to expose her flesh. The soil here was rich and damp, and the humidity was so thick Seth could feel the moisture in the air as it touched his skin. Seth and Sara attempted to find the easiest trails to navigate that led them generally west, back towards what they hoped was their home. As they walked Seth felt more than looked around them for any large auras that could mean danger, and on one instance he and Sara paused on their trek through the jungle for more than half an hour to let some large beast ahead of them on the trail wander off a safe distance before Seth allowed them to continue once again. The day was filled with discoveries, as in this part of Thurr completely different species of both flora and fauna flourished that the young couple had never before even imagined. Insects seemed to live in abundance in the great jungle, though fortunately for the pair none of these seemed to be akin to the mosquitoes that flourished in Valdadore in the spring and summer. Thus it was a peaceful walk, with each new twist and turn revealing something unexpected for the couple to discuss and share in the discovery.
A little off the trail nearly two hours into their trek, Seth spotted a gathering of birds clinging to the branches of a small bush at ground level. The birds were a wondrous sight with rainbow-colored feathers and great wide beaks that emitted squawks in musical tones. However, it was not the birds Seth was interested in. For upon the bush where the breathtaking birds had settled were some sort of large berries, each nearly the size of an apple. It was these berries that had attracted the birds and as Seth led Sara, approaching the bush, they could see the birds ravenously attacking the berries in an effort to consume as many as possible. Neither Seth nor Sara had eaten in days and the berries were a welcome sight. Chasing off the birds in a flourish of squawks and feathers, Seth plucked one of the large berries from the bush for further inspection.
The fruit was completely foreign to him; even its shape was alien. For although the berry looked to be a large, round fruit, like an apple, in actuality the top half of the berry was a large flower bud that clung to the top of the half-spherical fruit. The petals of the flower matched the mottled coloring of the fruit in shades of red and purple with white speckles throughout, making the flower appear as if it too were a part of the fruit that made the bottom half of the whole. Inspecting it, both Seth and Sara agreed that if it were safe for the birds, so too should it be safe for them to eat, at least in moderation. They picked half a dozen of the large berries for themselves before returning to the trail they had been following and each watched as the rainbow colored birds flitted down from the boughs above to again light upon the small bush and continue their meals.
Seth and Sara, happy to finally have something to eat, bit into their own berries at the same time as they made it back to the trail. Eating was more difficult for Sara as she had to slide the large, juicy berry under the visor of her helm, lifting it slightly to take a bite, but even so both made sounds of appreciation as they bit into the sweet, ripened fruit. The large berries it turned out were quite delicious. The flavor was akin to something between a strawberry and the green sour apples favored in southern Valdadore. They were both sweet and tangy and Seth and Sara found the meal refreshing, quenching not only their hunger but their thirst as well.
It was a slow, trudging pace at which Seth and Sara navigated the jungle floor, avoiding obstacles and finding game trails to follow whenever possible. They realized early on, however, that the jungle would provide ample protection when the need arose for them to hunker down and hide from the sun. With that fear subsided, the trek was a leisurely one until, in the middle of conversation, having tuned out his vision of the gods to give Sara his full attention, Seth heard a crunch on the trail just ahead and froze in his tracks as Sara mimicked his response to the sound.
Ahead on the trail, barely a dozen yards away, a large beast stood partially obscured, camouflaging itself behind the foliage of a large bush-like plant. Though neither Seth nor Sara could make out its finer details, both could see its eyes gazing back at them menacingly. Neither of them moved, both remaining completely still to the point of holding their breath. Even so  however, it was immediately apparent that they had halted too late.
In a full charge the beast roared and trampled the bush it had previously hidden behind. Its massive bulk, propelling before it a great boney head where a giant horn sprouted from atop its muzzle and another atop its skull, was lowered to impale the humans. Diving to either side of the trail, Seth and Sara narrowly avoided yet another disaster. With her inhuman reflexes Sara rolled and leapt back to her feet, spinning to watch the monster thunder past before turning to charge again from the opposite direction. Seth was slower to regain his feet and as such the beast had chosen him as the target for his next charge. Again the beast roared with a great trumpeting sound before it charged, bearing down upon Seth. Seth, kneeling upon the ground, watched as vines and fallen limbs snapped beneath the bulk of the monster as it thundered towards him. It was no taller than a man by comparison but easily three times as wide with thick, gray skin like hardened leather, propelled by four massive legs that each ended in four blunt toes. Just as it seemed the beast was about to trample him Seth again dove, this time back towards the trail and nearer to Sara. As he stood up he watched as again the beast slowed to lessen its momentum before turning and trumpeting another challenge. 
This time Seth was prepared. Reaching out with his power, Seth latched on to the life supporting the great beast. This life could be melded with a man to create a great warrior, Seth imagined, as he tore it away from the immense animal, watching it crumble to ash as parts of it wisped away on unseen currents of air. Seth reveled in the ecstasy the power rushing into him brought with it, though only for a moment, and locked the power away for later use. Turning to assure himself Sara was unharmed, he looked over the armored visage of the woman he loved, appearing now so much like the goddess he detested but reluctantly served. With a nod signaling her well-being, they again took to the trail to continue their trudge through the jungle.
Seth would have no more mistakes and as such, decided to repeat an experiment he had tried the very first day his powers were realized. Now his mind could encompass more than it could then. It could process more, and discern more details. Seth decided to test his new limitations. As he and Sara walked they continued to talk, though Seth viewed the world surrounding them with his vision of the gods instead of his hereditary vision. Becoming more and more accustomed to the auras around him, Seth, from time to time would close his eyes, for mere seconds at first, guiding his body solely on what he felt with his secondary vision. As he marked success time and again, easily able to avoid obstacles in his path by aura alone, he kept his eyes closed for increased periods from seconds to minutes, to a quarter of an hour, to half an hour at a time. Assured of his ability as midday rapidly approached, Seth related his findings to Sara, who agreed in short order to cover her entire head in the makeshift scarf she wore, blocking off the open sections in her visor as the sun reached its pinnacle in the sky. Seth closed his eyes to shield them from the pain of the sun and relied on his secondary vision to guide them both for the remainder of the day without any incident beyond an occasional stumble by himself or Sara.
With Seth’s ability to guide them during the day, and both of them being free to travel at night without the sun to harm them, the couple kept on the move for long stretches at a time. They stopped occasionally to take turns sleeping, whether day or night, and would continue on just as soon as they were able. Food upon the floor of the jungle came mostly in the form of fruits and berries, though they had discovered a cache of nuts at one point apparently gathered by some small animal. Neither of them being thieves, they each took only a handful, leaving the majority for whatever creature it was that had taken the time to collect them. For several days Seth and Sara walked beneath the great towering trees of the jungle until at last it gave way suddenly to what appeared to be an endless plain of tall grasses.
Here the ground was harder and less fertile. Tall, hollow grasses grew everywhere in differing shades of green and yellow. Though most varieties grew no higher than the couple's knees, some patches sprouted taller than a man and waved slowly, bending before the will of a near constant breeze that flowed across the flat land. Ahead in the far distance the couple could distinguish the peaks of the mountains that they sought to reach, each believing them to be the boundary to Valdadore.
It was early morning as Seth and Sara reached the plains, and with nocturnal insects ending their nightly symphony of chirps, hisses and squeaks, the young couple began to wade through the tall grass with the sun at their backs. It had been near to a week since the battle at Valdadore and Seth was anxious to pick up the pace. Fortunately the terrain here was much easier to navigate than the floor of the jungle behind them, and setting a brisk pace, Seth and Sara set out side by side, their hands clasped together as if it were any normal morning stroll. 
With the sun safely behind them, Seth used both his eyes and his vision of the gods to peer ahead looking for any danger. Several times throughout the morning he would make note of some small beast off a short distance in one direction or another, but each time, with the coming of himself and Sara, the creatures, whatever they were, would veer off and away from their approach. 
The day passed quickly as the sun climbed higher and higher into the sky above them, and just before midday Seth stopped briefly to assist Sara in replacing her makeshift blindfold. Then they continued westward, Seth guiding them by the feel of his senses alone for several more hours. It wasn't until near nightfall that once again Seth began to notice more and more life around him. It began as a life force here and there that would retreat as he and Sara neared, but the more miles they walked the more of the unseen creatures there were. Seth thought that the auras belonged to some lowly animal and as such took no further action to investigate. 
It was little more than an hour before sunset when Seth realized the mistake in his evaluation of the life forces around him, as one moment there were none, and the next moment more than a hundred of the small auras rushed through the grasses from all directions, surrounding him and Sara. Seth reacted by instinct and summoned a wave of air blasting outward from around himself and Sara, laying the grass flat in a giant circle and sending dozens of the small creatures somersaulting backwards at the assault. Though unknown to Seth at the moment of his spell casting, he quickly realized he was not dealing with animals or even creatures for that matter, but a race of man unlike any he had ever seen before.
Seth had seen a gnome upon arriving at the city of Valdadore, and by all the accounts he had ever heard, a gnome was the smallest race of man upon Thurr. Yet here, surrounding him and Sara, stood more than a hundred tiny men no taller than his knees. They were each clad in tiny suits of leather armor of various ragtag makes and colors, and each of them brandished a small stone-tipped spear which they waved in the air menacingly. Seth knew that their tiny weapons could in no way penetrate his armor and perceived little threat in the notion. Sara, blindfolded as she was, had no idea what the commotion was about.
"Seth, what's going on?" Sara asked in a near whisper.
"It seems we are surrounded and vastly outnumbered," Seth said in mock concern.
"Can we take them? I'll remove my blindfold and endure the pain if I must," Sara replied.
"I don't think that will be necessary, my love," Seth responded, trying not to laugh.
"You sound amused, please tell me what is going on." Sara sounded impatient.
"To my best guess we have stumbled upon a colony of midget, midget dwarves," Seth said with a chuckle and before Sara could even respond one of the tiny men broke the silence.
"You see Gumdrump, not Zoomba, they say they dwarves," said one of the tiny men.
"They not dwarves Snikerdidoo, look they have hard shell, they Zoomba!" a second tiny man replied.
"They have hard shell, they hide from light, they Zoomba," a third miniature man added.
"Excuse me," Seth interrupted. "What is a Zoomba?"
"You see Gumdrump, he say he Zoomba," said the second tiny man again whose name Seth could already not remember.
"First it say it dwarf, now it say it Zoomba, but Zoomba no talk, we take to chief, he find out," declared the third tiny man.
Apparently decided, all the tiny men closed in on Seth and Sara waving their spears in an effort to herd them along. Seth seeing that the tiny men wanted to go the direction they already traveled in, and more than a bit amused, followed along with their ruse and allowed them to lead him and Sara farther westward to meet their chief.
"What’s going on now?" Sara asked.
"We are being taken to their chief I would suppose to determine if we are dwarf or Zoomba," Seth replied knowing Sara had heard just as much as he had.
"What’s a Zoomba?" she asked.
"Your guess is as good as mine, my love. Maybe the chief will tell us," Seth replied.
Though the walk was not an overly long one, it took over an hour at the pace of the tiny men and their miniature legs, in which time the sun had set and Sara was again able to remove her blindfold.
"Oh my..." Sara said. "They are adorable! I'm glad you didn't kill them all.  Just look at their tiny little faces." Sara added grinning ear to ear like a child with a new puppy.
"I don't think we are in any real danger," Seth assured her. "And this is much more interesting than just wading through the grass." He added.
Finally it appeared they had reached their destination when the miniature troops stopped at a large clump of the overly tall grass that stood a foot taller than Seth. Giving some unpronounceable verbal command, one of the tiny men motioned for Seth and Sara to proceed into the tall grass. As they moved towards the apparent encampment, the giant blades of grass heaved apart revealing a large clearing at its center that appeared to Seth to be about an acre in size. Small grass huts littered the clearing, each of them about waist high, and at the center a magnificent grass castle stood that appeared to be every child’s dream of a play fort. He could not help but smile and point it out to Sara who was already admiring the small building. In terms of the tiny people, the structure was three stories tall, but compared to Seth, did not quite reach his shoulder.
Letting the outsiders drool over their city's magnificence a moment the tiny men then ushered Seth and Sara to the middle of the so called city. As they approached the castle structure a call went out and a tiny grass gate opened in the wall of the little castle. Through it came a tiny man with a necklace formed of animal teeth and a crown that appeared to be the jawbone of a dog. Seth and Sara were brought to a stop several paces from the castle in case they had the urge to topple over and crush the building, and as they stopped one of the men leading them rushed over to the apparent chief and whispered in his ear. The chief bobbed his little head up and down after the message was relayed and stepped forward to greet his prisoners.
"My man says you Zoomba. I tells him no, you too big for Zoomba," the chief stated. "My man says you dwarf. I tells him no, you too big for dwarf and not big enough," the chief went on, patting his belly to reinforce what it was he was saying. "What is you?" The chief asked plainly scrunching his face up awaiting a reply.
"We are human," Seth replied, enjoying the conversation.
"Hmm hooman," frowned the chief. "We have not seen a hooman before. What you tell us of hooman?" the chief asked, his face scrunching again.
"We are from Valdadore where there are cities as big as mountains," Seth said to impress the little chief.
"From Valdoodoo you say. Where is Valdoodoo?" the chief asked as all his little soldiers nodded their heads in approval to his line of questioning.
"We think it is just beyond those mountains to the west," Seth replied honestly.
"Hmm. So you hoomans come from Valdoodoo, but not know where Valdoodoo is?" the chief asked, very proud that he had found a flaw in his prisoner's story.
"We are lost," Sara responded before Seth had formed an answer.
"You are lost? I thought you was hoomans?" the chief demanded.
Sara just giggled and decided to let Seth continue the conversation.
"We are humans, but don’t know where we are," Seth stated.
"You are here," the chief answered.
"Thank you, chief, for your wisdom," Seth replied, a smile on his lips.
"That solved," the chief said. "Now you are hooman and you are here. Why you here? You here to hurt my people?" The chief gestured to the miniature city around them.
"We are not here to hurt you," Seth responded.
"Good. We talk." The chief concluded his questioning, and deciding Seth and Sara were not a threat, his soldiers returned to their other duties.
For nearly an hour Seth, Sara and the chief attempted to make conversation, though the process was not an easy one. Even so, they were able to determine many things from the ramblings of the chief. First, these people had had contact with the dwarves in the past. Second, the dwarves lived inside the mountains to the west, affirming in Seth’s mind that they were headed in the right direction. Third and finally, Seth was able to ascertain that any answer he might get from the chief would be at best humorous and at worst incoherent.
"What do you call your people?" Seth asked.
"My people," the chief replied.
"Yes, but what do you call them?" Seth asked again.
"My people," the chief repeated, causing Seth to change tactics.
"My people are called humans, what are your people called?" Seth asked.
"My people!" the chief shouted, thinking Seth hard of hearing.
Often the conversation went this way with Seth simply shaking his head or sharing a laugh with Sara, but both of them were sincerely interested in the tiny race of man and for that reason Sara joined in on the questioning.
"Where do your people come from?" Sara asked.
"From girls," the chief replied looking at Sara like she was a fool.
"What I mean is did you always live here?" Sara asked gesturing at the grass hut city around them.
"No, we come from mountain, from dwarves," the chief explained.
This answered a lot of questions for Seth and Sara. They now understood how the tiny men had learned the common tongue, at least some of it, and how they knew about the dwarves.
"So you are friends with the dwarves?" Sara asked hoping for more useful information.
"No, my people work for dwarves, many long time, then dwarves tell us go and we go here." The chief explained. "Then dwarves dig deep hole. Dwarves find Zoomba. Dwarves chase out Zoomba and tell them go. Now Zoomba here too. We have war with Zoomba every dark. Zoomba very strong, very many. Hard war, many long time. My people grow small then very small, this all left," the chief clarified.
To both Seth and Sara it seemed that for many generations these tiny people worked in the mines of the dwarves, probably as uneducated slaves. Then for one reason or another, the dwarves no longer had a use for them and so set them free to go wherever they chose. The miniature men settled in the plains peacefully until the dwarves found some other race of creature underground which they then set loose upon their once slaves. Now it seemed these tiny men were fighting for the very survival of their race in a nightly battle which they were losing. Both Seth and Sara now felt it was their duty to help, though first they wanted to know what they were up against.
"How many Zoomba are there?" Sara asked.
"Very much many," the chief answered.
"Show me," Sara said, and as luck would have it the chief actually understood what she meant. However, his answer was much to her and Seth’s dismay.
Leaning back as far as his little spine and neck would allow the tiny chief pointed one finger towards the stars in the sky and repeated his previous answer.
"Very much many," he said again.
"How nice of the dwarves," Seth muttered nonchalantly.
"Dwarves not nice. Dwarves bring Zoomba!" the chief yelled at the man who apparently did not understand anything. At least the girl had some sense.
"When do the Zoomba come?" Sara asked.
"Zoomba come dark, we have war," the chief responded.
"It is dark now, when will they come?" Sara tried again and this time the chief appeared to understand as well.
Leaning back once more the chief looked to the stars, then removing what looked like a small pebble from his pocket he held the item up at arm’s length using the object to make a measurement or calculation from the stars before returning the item to where he retrieved it.
"Zoomba come now. We go! If we not go Zoomba come hurt girls," the chief replied.
"We will come too," Sara replied taking the chief's meaning. "We will help fight the Zoomba."
"Hoomans welcome fight Zoomba," the chief said with a crooked grin. "Hoomans splat splat Zoomba!" he roared in his tiny little voice before beginning to laugh hysterically at his own jest, which neither Seth nor Sara understood, though it wasn't long before they got his meaning.
Turning to face his small city, the miniature chief stuck his fingers in his mouth and issued forth a high-pitched whistle that made both Seth and Sara’s hair stand upon their necks. Within seconds several hundred of the mini-warriors came spewing out of the countless grass huts and more came rushing in from outside the small city. They quickly lined up into columns with practiced precision showing proof of the frequency of such a drill. A few seconds later the chief led the column of troops out of the city leaving Seth and Sara to trail behind at an abnormally slow pace. The distance to the so-called battleground was very nearly a mile by Seth’s judgment, and reaching the edge of the plains Seth looked out upon a land barren of life. He had seen this patch of earth from atop the pyramid just days ago as dust was swept up by the wind obscuring the land beyond. Here nothing lived. Neither shrub nor blade of grass protruded from the earth. The soil lay dry and bare except for the evidence of hundreds of nightly battles of the past. Huge insect carapaces littered the ground for as far as the eye could see. Some lay half encompassed by the earth, having filled with dust and beginning to settle into the ground, yet thousands of others lay scattered about like so many stones polished smooth by the wind. 
Finally Seth and Sara got the chief's earlier joke. Splat indeed; the enemies were bugs. They were huge by any standard for an insect, about the size of a house cat, but for the chief and his small people, these insects were akin to the size of a bear in comparison to an average human. So far as Seth could tell the Zoomba were some sort of cross between an ant and a crab. They had segmented bodies with a large, bulbous head with a maw consisting of two mandibles. They had three legs on each side of their body which would allow them to move easily in any direction. Most formidable however were the creature’s common attribute with a crab. From either side of the dead insects were arms at the end of which were pincers. Each seemed to have a dominant side, with one pincer being several times the size of the other. So even though Seth and Sara had the advantages of size and armor, if there were as many as the chief said there were, Seth was certain this battle would not be ended in a single night. Fortunately for Seth he would not have to wait long to find out.
 



* * * * *
 
Borrik took stock of the battlefield, racing as fast as his muscular legs would carry him around the giant. He had dozens of injured men, though most could move of their own volition. A few would need to be transported, and with the encounter they had just had, Borrik dared not leave any of them behind. Quickly the he gathered his thoughts and gave orders to his men and he watched as those orders were responded to immediately without question. Three dozen of his men raced back down the mountainside to collect tree boughs large enough to create litters while others went about tearing away what usable material they could from the corpse of the giant. As Borrik watched the progress of his troops, from the corner of his eye he glimpsed the two feline sisters darting through the shadows before disappearing once again into the mountain pass. 
Borrik was proud of his men. They were a fighting force unlike any other upon Thurr, and if they had not proved it at the battle with the black horde a week ago, they had certainly proved it now. Borrik imagined there were few alive on Thurr who could boast of winning a battle with a giant and be telling the truth, if there were any. Though there were none to witness the deeds of himself and his men, Borrik knew what they could accomplish, and because of this some of his shame from their acts only a few nights previous was set aside, easing the burden upon his soul.
Nearly two hours passed as Borrik’s troops built the litters to bear their injured and dead. Lashing the victims into place Borrik gave the order to proceed down the dark mountain pass. The sisters, Borrik reminded himself, had a two-hour head start and were not impeded by carrying wounded troops. This in his mind Borrik took the lead himself and set a quick pace for his troops to match. The pass was not near as hard to negotiate as Borrik had imagined it would be. It had been trampled flat by the weight of the giant, and was plenty wide enough, allowing him to keep the pace he initially set. Borrik raced along the nearly smooth and level stone surface for an hour before he broke free of the great rock sides of the pass. Sniffing the air he caught the scent of the sisters who led the way. Giving his men a moment to catch up, and himself a moment to judge the lay of the land ahead, Borrik scanned the darkness for as far as his feral eyes could see in the gloom, looking for some sign of civilization that might give a clue to his master's whereabouts. Finding none Borrik stretched his leg muscles for a second in preparation to begin the run anew when he saw something that made the blood in his veins boil and his hair stand on end.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 10
Realization and Reunions
 
 
Garret strode down the vacant corridor of the castle amazed as he always was to behold the building at night. Every wall was polished smooth as was every floor of the stone structure. Sconces hung regularly upon the walls with enchanted torches blazing silently but for an occasional sputter. Every nook and every cranny of the castle was cast in light even in the darkest of nights, and Garret could not help but wonder what deed it was that brought the inhabitants of the castle to illuminate it so brightly. As Garret rounded the corner to the staircase that would bring him to the stairs he needed to reach the third floor and Linaya’s chamber beyond, he was caught unaware and nearly collided with the magnificently beautiful woman herself.
Wearing naught but a light linen nightgown covered by a silken robe Linaya was, even in her night clothes, a vision to behold. At this early hour of the morning most inhabitants of the castle were fast asleep. Those who weren’t were themselves members of the royal council and were now out attending to the arrangements for the king's parade and funeral. Yet here in the silent depths of night the lithe woman with her platinum hair braided loosely over her shoulder walked silently about the castle like a wraith formed of silk and beauty incarnate.
Garret and Linaya both paused as they nearly collided rounding the same corner from opposite directions, and each stood looking the other over for an awkward moment, alone in the night. Neither of them wanted to stare, however each took their time to assess the other before finally their eyes met and Garret found himself caught up in the emerald depths of Linaya’s eyes once again, unable to speak.
"Lord Garret, I had hoped that I might see you again tonight, but feared your meeting would run on late into the morning. I only came down to find something to eat," Linaya stated, her voice coming like music to Garret’s ears.
"Indeed m’lady, I was just on my way to see how you were doing. I fear that my duties to the council are not concluded, just postponed until after the parade and funeral," Garret replied. "Though I think you should probably be resting, I am glad to see that you are doing well and happy to hear that you have an appetite."
"I am feeling better, though some might think me callous for it," Linaya said, pausing briefly to gauge Garret’s reaction. Seemingly satisfied she then continued. "I always knew it likely my father would die on the battlefield. Not that he loved war or killing, but he did love his men. It is not that he did not love me and mother too, of course he did, and he visited each of us often. We spent as much time as we were afforded together. It was simply that he felt the most at home I think, with the other knights.  They shared a bond with my father that I and my mother never could. I don't know if it was because each of you are blessed by Gorandor and have the same faith, or the fact that as brothers of the sword you are sworn to each other’s lives, though the reason matters little, I imagine. As I said, for mother and I it was never if father died in battle it was when. Though I am saddened by the loss, I have been preparing myself for it my entire life I suppose, and I am sure that he died as he would have chosen to. I am sure he died with honor protecting the kingdom and all he loved here in Valdadore.” She said pausing briefly. “My mother is another notion entirely. I would have never expected her to take her own life, though I know her love and passion for my father knew no bounds. At first it hurt me, perhaps more than it should have and I was as angry as I was sad that she would leave me behind like this. Then I understood something. Mother did no less than what I would expect any woman to do who loves a man so deeply. Though sad, I find it romantic that she would chose to throw down her life to again rejoin my father to share their love for one another eternally. I could choose to mourn their loss, though they would not prefer it that way, I am sure. Instead I shall cherish their memory and know that each of them died for what they loved most and believed in. I can hold no hard feelings or sorrow for them, though I will miss them, but I realize now that they did not leave me here to face the world alone," Linaya said, her feelings pouring from her mouth in a flood and piercing Garret’s heart with their emotion.
"What do you mean, they did not leave you alone?" Garret asked, thinking she meant all the others who would mourn her parents with her.
"They left me you," Linaya said with a slight grin. "Father made you strong and taught you to fight against any foe. He led you to Gorandor to bring you untold might because he saw in you the honor of a protective soul. Mother adored your playful nature with your brother, and the way it was said that you too protected him. She also told me you were very handsome. So the way I see it is simply this. Mother approved of your character, and father honed it to perfection through his own skill and through his connection with Gorandor. They each left you to bear witness to their ends, so that you might be better prepared to take care of me and everyone else who requires protection in their time of need."
"But what have I done to protect you or take care of you that would have you think of me so?" Garret asked both honored and confused. "I have done nothing to merit such an appraisal."
"But you have, Garret. You gave me a shoulder to cry upon at the very moment I needed it most. You held me at the very moment I wanted to follow in my mother's footsteps and let go of everything. You were a friend to me in a place I have no true friends, and when I was on my knees in grief, you were there to help me back to my feet," Linaya replied, wetness clouding her eyes.
"I am glad that you look upon me as you do, Linaya. I hope that one day I can prove to myself to be all that you say I am. However, I have to remind you that it was I that brought you the news that led you to the moment you say was the lowest of your life," Garret replied.
"Yes, you were the one to deliver the news, but had it been any other soldier, messenger, or even another council member, in my weakened state they would have sought a chance to take advantage of me. Look at me, Garret. Do you not think me beautiful?" Linaya questioned.
"Yes," Garret confirmed.
"Flawless?"
"Yes."
"Do you find me desirable?" Linaya continued.
"Yes."
"Yet you did not move to take advantage as any other man would have," Linaya stated. "Why is that?"
Garret paused a moment, mulling the question over. It was true that just being in her presence made his body crave her. As he looked at her, each and every time, he found perfection. He did wish to have her and bed her, his body screamed with desire for her, yet just as she said, he had taken no move as to claim her as his own.
"I guess it is because of what my mother and father taught me when I was still very young," Garret replied, pointing into his past at the only thing he imagined would make him any different from the rest of the men Linaya had encountered over the years.
"And what is that?" Linaya asked truly curious.
"You should never take that which you have not earned," Garret replied honestly.
"I wish so many other parents had instilled such value in the men they reared," Linaya stated. "Would you like to know why you desire me?" she asked, and then continued without awaiting a response. "I am blessed by the goddess Tislynn, the goddess of beauty and attraction. I prayed for her blessing when I was very young so that I could be as beautiful as my mother, though I assure you the blessing has been more of a curse from the moment it was bestowed. It is unlike your blessing. I cannot simply turn it off; it is mine until the day I die, or until Tislynn thinks me unfit to have it. It seems to not have much of an effect on you Garret, and for that I think that someday I shall love you," Linaya said, a smile coming to her lips.
Garret simply stood dumbstruck. He had heard that there were those blessed with such beauty that they were cruel to behold, for after seeing one of them you would never find another to be beautiful. But Linaya was more than her beauty, Garret concluded. She was a woman burdened by the gift of a god to the point she had become reclusive in her chamber, which also explained why she snuck out in the middle of the night to get something to eat when she was unlikely to run into anyone else in the kitchens. Garret did not imagine Linaya serious with her last statement, however, at least not in the way she had said it. She had already called Garret a friend, and as such it was with the title of friend that he felt he may one day be bestowed with her love. Regardless of their relationship, whether acquaintance, friend, or any other for that matter, Garret had sworn himself to look after her, and now more than ever he was determined to be the person she could count on when she needed someone.
"Might I ask of you two favors, Linaya?" Garret asked.
"That depends," Linaya responded a grin upon her lips again. Garret found pleasure in making the young woman smile.
"Might I join you in the kitchen? I honestly cannot recall the last time I ate," Garret replied.
"Absolutely, I should love to have some company as it is a very rare occurrence these days," Linaya answered. "And your second favor?"
"Would you accompany me in the parade and funeral later this morning? I am to ride directly behind the cart that bears your parents and I think they should like you to be there," Garret asked hesitantly.
"Indeed I think they would. I would be honored to join you, Lord Garret," Linaya said accentuating his title.
"Just Garret please, I shall never grow used to the lord part," Garret chuckled.
Garret and Linaya strode side by side quietly down the empty corridors of the castle, taking their time to reach the kitchens and speaking of their childhoods and various other memories. They spent the pre-dawn hours in the kitchen talking happily like old friends of subjects both amusing and serious. They joked about what an odd pair they made, and Garret made it his point to bring a smile to Linaya’s lips as often as he was able. After a few hours of smiles and laughter, Garret walked Linaya back to her chamber so she could prepare herself for the parade and funeral, and Garret too left the castle to visit the knights' garrison to get ready as well.
For the first time in entirely too long Garret found himself in a hot steaming tub of water and allowed himself to relax. He let his mind drift briefly, though not too long as to fall asleep. As his mind drifted he could not help but think of his parents, back when he was a child in his home in the sleepy village of Vineleaf. He wondered how his father fared without him and Seth to help with the chores, though he imagined James was well and made due with the help of the neighbors. Garret’s mind continued to drift to thoughts of Seth, his own twin, who had been missing now for near a week, though Garret could not be completely sure as all his days seemed to bleed one into the other as of late. Even though Seth was missing, Garret believed him to be alive. Although he could not imagine how his brother might have managed such a feat, he still believed it to be true, though wondered what kept his twin from returning. Perhaps Seth feared that the people hated him for the death of the king, or perhaps Sara had been lost and Seth was out there alone somewhere suffering in grief. Garret had no way of knowing. But be that as it may, decided to rouse himself. Garret washed his hair and face quickly, and drying off with an overly large towel, grabbed a bar of soap and a razor on his way to his personal quarters.
Standing in front of the mirror that had been provided for him for exactly this purpose, Garret first set about trimming his hair, not a lot, but enough to keep it up off his shoulders. Due to a cowlick on the top of his head it was more of necessity that he keep it long than a matter of style. After he was satisfied he had not missed any stray clumps of hair, and that it was fairly even, Garret set about shaving away nearly two weeks of facial hair. The process was completed in short order, and Garret was satisfied that he had only drawn blood in a dozen or so different locations. Inspecting himself in a brief attempt at vanity, Garret was both amused and horrified to find that in the span of weeks it appeared he had aged several years. This he finally attributed to the dark circle around his eyes due to lack of sleep, and assured himself that once rested he would again be the strapping muscular man he had been a few short weeks ago.
Still looking in the mirror Garret began to relive the hours previous, going over the words Linaya had spoken to him in the corridor leading to the stairs. Though he could not figure out why, he could not help but shake the thought that perhaps she was correct in thinking that Sirus had somehow molded him to be exactly who he was today. Sirus had taken him in a mere boy with illusions of becoming a fierce warrior, and had guided him down the very paths required to perfect his good traits. Through study and training he had shaped Garret like a lump of clay into a man respected by those upon the high council. If Sirus and Sasha trusted and believed in him enough to leave him to look after their daughter, then why was it that he could not himself see the man that they saw in the mirror? It was a line of thought that would not last as Garret’s musings were cut short by an interruption from the hallway.
"Yer not gettin' any prettier no matter how long you look in that mirror," Zorbin said with a wide grin spreading beneath his bulbous nose.
Zorbin Ironfist was the single knight Garret had come to know as a brother thus far into his career with the order of the Knights of Valdadore. Zorbin was a dwarf born of the Rancor Mountains, and it was he who had been chosen with Garret in the last Choosing ceremony to join the order of knights. They had trained and studied together from day one. Together they had met every challenge and were blessed by the god Gorandor within a day of one another. Zorbin was short by human standards, though he was tall for a dwarf. He had a giant braid of hair down his back and kept his beard fashioned likewise. 
Zorbin was a welcome sight. 
"How are you Zorbin? I trust everyone made it back to the city unharmed?" Garret asked.
Zorbin had stayed behind with the common troops, the battle mages and the healers to lend a hand should they need protection on their return trip from the southern reaches of Valdadore.
"Aye, we made it all right," Zorbin replied in his deep guttural voice. "How fares the council?" the dwarf asked.
"It is well. All positions have been filled and I am happy to report that neither you nor I have been elevated to a position above our status," Garret said in his most regal tone causing Zorbin to chuckle deeply.
"’Tis a shame Lord Garret, I had so hoped to spend my days arguing about the cost of manure upon the eastern fields with all the muckity-mucks of high society," Zorbin said mimicking Garret’s tone.
"’Tis a shame indeed," Garret agreed. "Well, you have arrived just in time it seems. Why don’t you get cleaned up and ready for the parade and funerals. You've but a few hours. I'll brush down Zanth if you have brought him with you," Garret offered and just as he finished the sentence the giant wolf stuck his head in the room with his tongue lolling out to one side.
"Well met Zanth. I trust your pal here isn’t gaining more weight than you can bear?" Garret asked the giant dire wolf in jest.
Though the beasts could not talk, they were very intelligent creatures and after so many years amongst men, they had a moderate understanding of the language, and as such Zanth shook his head from side to side.
"See? Zanth knows the truth of things. Ye may be gettin' fat an’ old Garret, but I am as solid as the first day Gorandor blessed me. Pah, you must be gettin' soft sittin' around on yer arse with that council and all," Zorbin laughed as he turned to stride down the hall to his own chamber. Zanth simply sat himself in the doorway, waiting for Garret to dress.
As Garret said he would, after dressing himself he removed the dire wolf's armor and stacking it neatly, he brushed the great wolf down from head to paws, un-matting the beast’s hair and removing any loose fur from his undercoat.
"I hate to do it to you, Zanth, but we have to honor the king, so I'm afraid we have to put the armor back on. You should be able to relax tonight," Garret said.
Working the pile of armor in reverse this time, Garret strapped each piece back on the large wolf, checking and double checking every strap and buckle for a secure fit. Once finished he found a rag and quickly oiled Zanth’s armor in an attempt to remove any scuffs and return the shine. Noticing through a window that the darkness of the night was beginning to fade, Garret left Zanth to his own devices and strode down the hall to the armory to retrieve his own armor. Zorbin was already in full armor, and with time growing short, Garret asked if he would go collect Garret a pair of mounts from the stable. Zorbin of course obliged after thanking Garret for Zanth’s care. Watching the dwarf trundle down the hall, Garret entered the armory and began suiting up himself.
Garret heaved the great door to the knight’s garrison open with a single hand and strode out into the crisp early morning air. Zanth came padding out the door behind him, licking his chops having apparently found something to eat all by himself in the kitchen. Taking a deep breath in anticipation of the day to come, Garret could not wait for it to end so things could return back to some semblance of normalcy. The knights' number had been cut drastically by the battle with the black horde to the south and for that reason each of their duties would have nearly doubled, but even so, it was still a routine, and Garret liked the comfort that came with knowing what to expect next. Routines were a good thing. 
As Garret exhaled his deep breath in a sigh, Zorbin came through the nearest gate leading a pair of white imperial war horses. These were a breed above anything else called a horse upon Thurr. The magnificent beasts were already groomed and saddled, their manes plaited neatly and their tails braided for the parade. Taking the reins from the dwarf, Garret bid him a short farewell, assuring the dwarf he would see him at the parade line-up. Mounting one of the great white steeds, Garret led the other at a comfortable gallop up the tiered courtyards of the castle, past the various other buildings and towers, to the castle proper.
Linaya awaited his arrival, standing alone in the shadow of the castle wall in an attempt to hide her face. As Garret approached the woman blessed with inhuman beauty, he slowed his horse, dismounting even as he brought the giant beast to a halt. Then leading the pair of beasts Garret walked the remaining distance with the horses trailing behind him.
"Why do you hide in shadow, Linaya?" Garret asked. "I know you feel your blessing a curse, but today ignore those who drool over you and pretend the spittle dripping from their gaping mouths are tears for the loss of so many good people," he added, bringing yet another smile to Linaya’s lips. "There, see? Embrace your beauty and use your smile for good such as making me feel better about myself," Garret added in jest.
"I am so happy to amuse you, Garret. How quickly we have become friends of the like to pick on each other’s flaws and fears," Linaya replied, adding to the joke.
"Indeed your beauty is hideous, so much so in fact that you may never know if I stare in adoration or horror," Garret said.
"Says the man who shaved himself with a pitchfork," Linaya riposted, now openly laughing.
With that Garret helped Linaya to mount her steed, careful with the placement of his hands lest they stray of their own free will. Once Linaya was comfortably upon her horse, Garret too remounted and together they turned the great beasts to take their places in the parade line.
 



* * * * *
 
Seth and Sara scanned their surroundings for any signs of the enemy whilst the miniature men, led by their chief, prepared themselves for battle. Where the grasses ended and the barren stretch of dry soil began, the small warriors had hidden a large cache of shields. The shields were formed of wood and bound in leather with a notch in one side, and in comparison to the size of the men who wielded them they were quite large, more than half as tall as the little men themselves. Seth watched as the warriors fitted the shields to their arms and worked to help each other tighten the straps that held them in place. Seth and Sara waited patiently, scanning the no-man’s land ahead for any sign of life as a sound somewhere between a hiss and a buzz lent itself to the nighttime air from somewhere beyond the darkness. Slowly but steadily the sound grew louder and closer, growing at an incremental rate until Seth could no longer hear the ramblings of the chief giving what Seth assumed to be orders to his soldiers. Though the obnoxious sound continued to increase in volume and intensity, still neither Seth nor Sara could locate its source. Thinking Sara ill prepared for any battle, even one with insects, Seth pulled his long slender sword from its scabbard at his hip and with a motion offered it to Sara who was only armed with her small crossbow and a dozen or so bolts. Taking his meaning Sara accepted the sword, tossing her crossbow back into the grass where it would not hinder her. The noise grew more and more until the buzzing and hissing seemed to be coming from within the skulls of all those who awaited the arrival of the insect army. Patiently still, Seth peered, straining his eyes, into the darkness and finding nothing he reached out with his senses to find something both odd and familiar.
Racing towards Seth at immense speed were a pair of auras of the like that Seth knew to be of his own creation. There were only two such persons upon Thurr and Seth had created them both using the life of a large plains cat and two teenage girls. Seth could not even begin to comprehend how the girls had located him here, but saw it as a good sign. What was odd was the roiling mass that trailed them like a tidal wave rolling across the vast barren stretch of land ahead. Seth knew this to be the horde of enemies but had no way to distinguish their numbers. So many there were, and so closely packed together, Seth could not differentiate one aura from the next as they appeared to climb over and around one another with no sense of discipline or order. As Seth watched with his vision of the gods, the feline sisters of his creation broke from the darkness with long graceful strides belaying their size and anatomy. Racing nearer to him the pair slowed, a sheen of moisture hugging their downy coat of fur that covered their bodies in entirety minus their very human and very bare breasts and abdomen. The girls came like cats to their master, rubbing their bodies against his, purring softly and spreading their scent upon his armor.
"How did you two come to be here?" Seth demanded, happy to see them yet constrained by time and the approaching enemy.
"We could feel where you were," the older of the sisters said.
"Yes, and we didn't come alone," added the younger sister.
"Who have you brought with you?" Seth questioned quickly hoping it was a substantial force.
"Your dogs come to join you as well, though you will have to hold off the little buggies until they arrive," replied the older sister, while the younger was curiously eyeing the miniature soldiers as if she might pounce upon them.
"Good girls," Seth said causing both girls to again purr and begin rubbing upon him anew. "Though I know neither of you is prepared for such a thing you must fight," Seth commanded as his attention was again forced upon something new.
While Seth commanded his feline sisters to stay and fight, the congregation of miniature men began to form up in small battle groups of the like Seth had never witnessed before. Each group comprised of near twenty men who formed a small circle, the outer ring facing outwards in all directions. An inner ring was within the first ring and it too faced out in all directions at the back of their comrades. In the center of each group were three more of the small men who also faced outwards. Just as Seth began to wonder at the tactic the tiny men were employing, he was amazed at their brilliance. Seth watched as the men clustered together in their small circles, those in the outermost ring crouching and lowering their shields close to the ground so creating an impenetrable wall of wood around the lower half of their bodies. The second ring of little men raised their shields and held them above their crouching comrades thus creating another row of shields above the first. The innermost three men in the circle raised their shields above their heads, completely sealing off the group of small men from their attackers. Together each of the groups of men became an armored unit protected from attack on all sides. What impressed Seth further  as the little men completed their small armored formations was the way the tip of a spear lanced out from within the armored dome through the notch in each shield. These little men had found a way to not only defend their units from assault on all sides, but also in which to attack as well. Though Seth was stunned by the ingenuity of the small race, at least concerning battle, he had no time to express his feelings on the matter for as soon as all the units were completed, the opposing insect army swarmed from the darkness leaving not a bare patch of soil between them. The number of enemy was so great Seth could not believe the small race of men had survived a nightly attack such as this.
Seth stilled his mind and reached out with tendrils of his consciousness to examine the vast enemy. Much to his liking, he assured himself that these enemies were very much akin to insects. They were short-lived creatures whose lives spanned only a couple of years and as such their individual auras were small. Seth had grown much in power with the loss of his troops at the battle with the black horde. As his troops had fallen in battle, their souls sworn to him, Seth’s capacity and understanding of his power had increased exponentially. With the enemy having so little life power within each of their small bodies, Seth knew he could lay waste to them in vast numbers. 
Preparing himself for a sudden influx of power, Seth tore away the life force of tens of thousands of the small skittering creatures and languished in ecstasy as the power rushed into him whilst those he drained vanished into a cloud of ash. Focusing his newly acquired power Seth unleashed a torrent of green and yellow fire racing across the no-man’s land before him, sweeping the torrent in one direction then another to great effect. He had not expected that very much like heating dried corn kernels in oil, the small shelled creatures began popping and sputtering. Their insides became superheated and expanded with explosive force, breaking through their outer shell only to cool rapidly in the night air, leaving bloated insect carapaces by the tens of thousands in all directions. Yet the wave continued to come.
Though insects in small numbers appear to be mindless, often a colony can work as if of one accord and, to Seth’s dismay, such was the case with these creatures as well. As Seth laid waste to countless of the skittering, claw-snapping vermin, all at once, as if a signal was given, the insects halted their approach though only for an instant as apparently new orders were given. Then Seth realized that the battle would not be so easily won.
Springing into the air as if propelled by unseen catapults the insect creatures, known to the small locals as Zoomba, opened the chitin shells upon their backs and extended wings which they fluttered faster than the eye could see, propelling themselves at amazing speeds in seemingly random and sporadic flight patterns. Like a moth to a flame, however, the Zoomba came, intent on destroying their foe. Millions there must have been for within seconds the air was filled with the loud buzzing of uncountable flying menaces and where once these creatures had sprung from the ground to take flight, already the desolate soil was again covered by the now charging forms of the enemy. Seth, the woman he loved more than life itself, the two feline sisters of his creation and the small race of warrior people Seth had thought it his duty to save stood their ground preparing for the battle as best they could. The enemy rushed forward in a giant swarm to bring the fight to them.
Awash in the swarm of biting and pinching insects, each the size of a house cat, Seth and those he led or protected were being attacked on all fronts. As Seth unleashed wave after wave of his power, first turning the beasts to ash and then burning the next wave with magical fire, Sara swept Seth’s black blade through the air cleaving bug after bug in two, prancing like a ballerina with her newfound agility and strength. The feline sisters pounced this way and that avoiding the horrific snapping pincers of the insects, landing bodily upon their prey to crush them, before rending each one apart with their clawed fingers. The small soldiers worked with perfected precision much to Seth and Sara’s astonishment. Like an armored turtle each of the small round formations lurched slowly in one direction and then another, spears bristling, lashing out at all foes from all sides, killing the insects by the hundreds. The death mage knew that hundreds would not be enough. Seth had no time to imagine how long such a battle could continue. He had no concept of such astronomical numbers as these, and could not comprehend how each time he destroyed tens of thousands if not more, within a second or two those fallen had been replaced. Nor did he conceive of how the small race of man had managed a barrage like this nightly for who knew how long.
Again and again Seth lashed out with tendrils of his power extinguishing the lives of countless insects, each time giving his allies a couple seconds’ reprieve before the insects were replaced, and so far no casualties had befallen Seth and his allies. For near an hour the battle raged on with wave after wave of countless insects and already Seth could see the effects of the strain upon his comrades. The feline sisters, though still fighting strongly, had slowed measurably as had the small warriors they helped to defend. It was Seth and Sara alone who had yet to show the signs of fatigue as Seth again and again lashed out with his power in an attempt to give those he fought with some respite from the onslaught of enemies. Sara also proved herself in that hour continuing to slash and stab with Seth’s sword with lightning fast reflexes and unparalleled agility and strength, learning the limitations of the body Seth had unwittingly altered for her. But Seth realized it was only a matter of time before weariness took its toll, and he hoped that somehow Borrik and his men would manage to reach them before it was too late.
 



* * * * *
 
Borrik peered down the mountainside to a land awash in darkness that even his feral eyes could not penetrate. He knew his master was out there somewhere, and felt with every fiber of his being that Seth needed him now more than ever. The feline sisters’ scent still clung to the air and Borrik assured himself he could follow it with little trouble, though for how long he was unsure. Borrik had hoped to have located Lord Seth by now, knowing with each day that passed his master's chance for survival could be dwindling. Borrik had no notion of Seth’s condition after the battle a week previous, but assumed that something must have gone terribly wrong. Sniffing the air to again catch the sisters' scent, Borrik flexed and relaxed his leg muscles as the last of his troops spilled out of the mountain pass behind him. Ready to again take up the pursuit, Borrik dug his clawed toes into the rocky soil beneath him and at that moment witnessed both his greatest hope and his greatest fear.
Far in the distance from where the giant wolf beast of a man stood, looking down upon the land below, a flash of light erupted. Had he been looking in that particular direction he might have noted its location better. But having seen the flash Borrik swung his great muzzled head and watched intently, hoping to pinpoint the source of the light if it occurred again. Moments seemed to turn to eons as he watched, his canine eyes straining in the darkness to see every detail of a distant location if the chance arose. As Borrik had hoped, only seconds after the first flash, a second blast of light exploded some twenty miles further to the east of his current location. It was no ordinary light however. Even at this distance Borrik could recognize the unnatural fire of his master's creation, blazing in wicked hues of yellow and green. 
In a fraction of a single second Borrik’s mind exploded into action. At this moment he felt surer of his purpose than at any other point in his life. First Borrik noted the location of his master. It was a long run by human standards, but to his troops, twenty miles could be spanned in a matter of an hour. It was also downhill nearly the entire distance cutting that time almost in half if they were reckless. But Borrik had injured men to consider too. As he sprung from his perch, , Borrik sent an order to his troops subliminally. The injured were to be left behind along with five troops to defend them should the need arise. The rest of Borrik’s troops took up the chase on his heels, barking and howling like mad animals, their maws gaping and eyes gleaming with ill intent.
So fast was the descent of Borrik and his men they barely touched the soil beneath their feet, careening down the mountainside at death-defying speeds, leaping dozens of yards in single bounds, dodging trees and rocks alike, where one misstep could mean permanent injury or death. Their master had been found, and more, he was fighting an unknown foe, possibly injured and alone. Seth needed his troops and they heeded the call.
It was a third of an hour later when Borrik broke free of the trees at the base of the mountain range known to humans as the Rancor Mountains. Sprinting another few miles through a sea of tall grasses, Borrik watched as again and again his master’s magical fire exploded before them, with every minute growing nearer and nearer. Another mile vanished beneath the feet of Borrik and his pack and as the terrain changed, grassy plains abruptly giving way to desolate soil, Borrik realized his master's dilemma.
Erupting from the confines of the grassy plain that threatened to trip him with every stride, Borrik landed upon the hard barren soil of the no-man's land that separated him from his master with an audible crunch. Taking several strides to slow himself, while his troops piled up behind him, Borrik looked down into a roiling sea of large insects which with each step he crushed beneath his feet. As the insects began to take notice of him and his troops, they turned and skittered towards them with mandibles and claws snapping. The creatures were unlike anything Borrik had ever seen before, though he knew them to be insects. Each of the small creatures wore their bones on the outside of their body, creating a small armored carapace that protected the organs. All of them were near identical with segmented black bodies that had a metallic quality to it. Each of the insects had two large mandibles affixed upon the head marking the mouth, and arms that protruded from the joint in the body behind the head. At the end of each of the arms was a claw akin to that of a crab, and where one was overly large in proportion to the insects, the other was tiny. They appeared to be menacing creatures except for their size. Borrik was easily able to squash them beneath his feet, but size did not always make the difference. Here the enemy had numbers and, so far as Borrik could tell, the number had no ending. 
Borrik could see his master's dilemma, and began his race anew, without so much as an order, dashing directly across the expanse of the wasteland crushing the insects with every stride, spraying foul liquids in all directions. Even without a command, his troops took up the chase spreading out to crush as many of the insects as possible as they blazed a trail through the mass of writhing black bodies beneath them. As Borrik and his men closed the distance between themselves and their master, it became apparent that the insects were not confined to the ground. The closer Borrik led his men to Seth, marking the distance with Seth’s regularly timed blasts of magical fire, the thicker the insects filled the air as well. Borrik and his men were forced to slow down, batting their clawed hands at the flying pests in an attempt to clear themselves a path.
Through a haze of large, living insects, Borrik led his troops across the expanse of the wastelands and somewhere near the halfway point Borrik noticed, at the edge of his vision, if even he could be sure of what he saw, an enemy more foul than those they now trod upon and swatted from the air. It appeared to Borrik that the enemy had larger troops at its disposal than the multitude of small insects. Though he was not able to make out any definite details, Borrik was convinced he had seen a much larger creature, and for reassurance as he continued to run on towards his master, he telepathically sent the image to his brethren to which he received more than a few confirmations. Though Borrik did not realize the magnitude of his discovery, he would know its meaning before the night was over.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 11
A New Beginning and A Means to an End
 
 
The parade was a tiresome and long event that was filled with mixed emotions for Garret. It began at the castle and took a circuitous route to the outer wall of the city where it then followed the wall for one complete lap, to again return to the castle in the apparently least direct route possible. Garret understood the necessity for this, of course, but his understanding made it no less annoying. Garret knew the route was designed this way to allow the entire city to bid farewell to their king, as well as the other honored men and women who had fallen in the battle with the black horde. However, the parade moved at a snail’s pace and this caused the mounts in the procession to become agitated, forcing their riders to struggle to keep them in their places again and again which was aggravating. These were not common mounts after all. They were bred for their size and stamina, their speed and strength, and were trained their entire lives for battle, not to crawl along paved roads surrounded by thousands of watchful eyes and children who darted away from their parents in an attempt to "touch the pony". Though Garret revered all those lost at the battle, he could not help but grow annoyed with the whole ordeal. The only thing that made the six-hour procession bearable was the fact that Linaya accompanied him, if you could even call it that.
Those in the parade were expected to be solemn, filled with grief over the loss of their friends, comrades and king. Though most honestly felt such sorrow,  Garret and Linaya had found a reason and meaning to the losses that had allowed them to put aside such grief and look for a purpose in the deaths rather than dwell upon them. Even so, expectations were expectations, and so Garret and Linaya put on a sad face and rode the entire parade in near silence not daring to look at one another for fear they might smile. That aggravated Garret to no end.
It was midday when the parade finished, and Garret and Linaya were finally allowed to share a quick smile as they dismounted their steeds before handing the reins to the stable boys who had come to collect them. The moment was short-lived for immediately following the parade was the burial of the king, the other members of the council who had been lost including Linaya’s father Sirus, and also Linaya’s mother had been added to the ceremony following her tragic suicide at the loss of her husband. Garret knew it would take several more hours for the burials. Placing the bodies in their respective crypts did not take so much time, but as with anything concerning the high society of the kingdom, ceremony was involved. By tradition such formalities had become common when those lost were interred, but it was rare that the scale was so large as with this particular funeral. Nineteen souls there were to lay to rest, and though portions of the ceremony were altered to make it more efficient and able to be concluded in a timely manner, it appeared that timely to those who had done the planning was not timely in Garret’s own opinion.
Garret had only been to two funerals in his life, and both of those as a child. One was when his mother died, and the other when Rose's husband, one of their neighbors, had passed away. Even so, Garret hated funerals. Who didn't hate funerals? In fact Garret could not imagine a single person to ever have said that they liked a funeral. It was ludicrous. If everyone hated funerals so damned much, why extend the event out to unbearable lengths? Just say some nice things, give your condolences to the family and be done. Then everyone can go home and mourn in their own way if that is what they choose to do. This ceremony was unbearable by any standard, and yet Garret had to bear it hour after painstaking hour. Finally when he was sure he would explode in a fit of rage and call upon his blessing from Gorandor, simply stomp each of the caskets into the ground, ending the wretched funeral once and for all, it was then, as the service finally concluded that Linaya turned to face Garret and a strange expression crossed her flawless face.
"You look awful, are you OK?" Linaya asked Garret.
Garret was unaware that he had become so angered by the lengthy affair that his face had actually turned red, his eyes becoming bloodshot, as his blood heated within his body, building pressure. Unsure of his ability to speak without sounding annoyed, Garret kept his answer short.
"Damned funerals...I hate 'em," he replied simply.
"Me too," Linaya agreed with a knowing smile on her face.
Leaving the funeral as quickly as they were able, Garret walked Linaya back to the castle proper as the sun dipped below the castle walls leaving everything in shadow. Walking Linaya all the way up to her chambers, Garret and the petite beauty that was his charge spoke for a short while now that he had calmed himself. Like the day previous, Garret promised to return as soon as the council meeting that was starting two floors below them concluded.
Leaving Linaya to her own amusements, Garret strode down the corridor feeling lighter of heart than he had in many days. He took the stairs two at time as a child might, hopping with both feet, and rounded the corner at the base of the stairs. He picked up his pace, as once again he was late for the beginning of the council meeting. As he neared the war room, the main entrance to the castle, a great wooden door that stood across the corridor from the war room itself, swung open and two guards rushed in panting heavily, still attired in their ceremonial armor. Seeing Garret’s approach, they froze in their tracks in an attempt to regain their composure, though both of them looked troubled beyond reason.
"Lord Garret, there has been an incident," one of the guards blurted before being acknowledged.
"What sort of incident?" Garret asked concern in his voice.
"Lord Vladmere has set the mages’ tower ablaze and fled with some of his students, heading west out of the city," the guard reported as his comrade simply panted, nodding his head in agreement.
"Did no one stand to oppose him? You just let him leave?" Garret questioned, and then realized the answer himself.
None could have stopped the battle mage and his students, the mage would have incinerated any that stood in his way on the spot. Garret only knew two men who could have successfully opposed the head of the order of red-robed mages, himself and his twin. Garret could withstand fire in his blessed form, at least long enough to reach and destroy the source, and Seth could have simply dropped the egomaniacal mage where he stood. However, that mattered little now. Garret, without thinking to call upon the council, raced from the castle as the guards to the many gates of the defensive courtyards and various other persons dove to remove themselves from his path. Calling upon his blessing, Garret exploded with a concussive boom to an immense size as he raced down the tiered courtyards of the castle complex towards the mages’ tower, where even now he could see smoke billowing out from the dozens of windows on each floor. At the base of the tower those battle mages loyal to the kingdom fought to control the flames by manipulating them. Even though the mages seemed to be getting everything under control, the inner structure of the stone tower smoldered on, creating vast amounts of smoke and ash rising up through the tower that might linger for hours. As Garret neared the tower two young healers, several stories up the building, began to climb out from the windows lest they suffocate. Garret closed the distance as quickly as his enormous body allowed, and coming to stand a full seven stories below the healers in the window, Garret looked up to the young pair and spoke as calmly as he was able in his deep booming voice.
"Jump and I will catch you," Garret said, his deep voice enhanced by the power of Gorandor pulsing through his body.
The first healer did not even hesitate. Lunging from the stone sill of the window the healer plummeted feet first, his robes flapping as he fell. Try as he might however, Garret attempted to catch the healer as gingerly as he was able, but with his steel-like skin, even his best attempt was met with a cracking sound as the healer met his hands. Even so,  Ashton looked up to his friend with a child-like smile, for the moment his adrenaline masking the pain of several broken bones. Carefully, as if he held a small child, Garret lowered Ashton to the ground with a smile, where other healers rushed in to aid the boy. Without hesitation Garret again turned his attention to the window above and repeated his call. "You can do it. Close your eyes and jump, I'll catch you," Garret shouted.
The young healer shook her head and clung to the window frame lest she fall. Smoke rolled thicker and thicker from the window surrounding her, and seeing no other choice Garret, using the windows of lower floors for foot and hand holds, began to scale the building. It was not a long process as the windows were spaced evenly around the tower and up its sides, and as such Garret was able to climb the tower like a giant ape scaling a tree to the very level where the remaining healer still clung for life. Reaching her Garret eventually coaxed the young woman into releasing her grip on the window frame, and with Garret’s help she managed to climb atop his shoulders where she then clung to the collar of Garret’s now immense tunic for dear life, her body dangling down Garret’s back. Garret comforted the woman reassuring her of her ability to hang on as he climbed back down the tower accompanied by cheers from below and others lending shouts of encouragement to the woman. Reaching the ground, Garret knelt upon his knees allowing the woman to slide, with aid from her peers, to the ground safely.
Garret reached inside himself and locked the power of Gorandor away. With a pop he shimmered, blurring around the edges, returning in an instant to his normal size. Seeking out his friend, Garret located Ashton who was being tended to by a pair of his fellow healers.
"I knew she was in the study, and couldn’t find her outside the tower. I had to go back for her." Ashton said, explaining why he and the woman had become trapped within the tower.
"You are a brave man, my friend," Garret said. "There are few that would risk their own death to save another," Garret added, bringing a smile to his injured friend’s face.
Garret turned to the healers working to repair Ashton's broken bones. "See to it that he is well taken care of." 
With a final smile to his friend, Garret looked around assuring himself that all was under control. Seeing that indeed the flames had for the most part been extinguished, he turned on his heel and strode back in the direction of the castle.
Garret thought deeply as he walked back towards the most important meeting the kingdom may have ever had, a meeting that he was now exceedingly late to. That was not Garret’s primary concern however. What troubled Garret most was the fact that Vladmere had fled from the castle heading west. Not only that, but the magician had not gone alone. There was only one place for the mages to run to in the west, and the goings on in the kingdom of King Sigrant had already been hinted at by other council members. Garret feared that Vladmere's flight from the kingdom might foretell troubles for its future. With that in mind, Garret passed through the many fortified courtyards of the castle proper, saluting the guards at each gate. As if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred, Garret strode into the castle and directly across the corridor into the war room, swinging the door back heavily upon its hinges.
As Garret entered the war room he apologized openly for his delay, and relayed the tale of Vladmere's flight from the kingdom as he rounded the massive table to take his seat beside Karishtala, the leader of the white-robed clerics. Each regarded him patiently taking his words at face value, each waiting for him to seat himself. Garret reached his chair feeling that the atmosphere in the room was far different than it had been the previous night, though he attributed this to the tension mounting with the dire need to choose the king's successor.
"Lord Garret," Sulvis, the grizzled old general greeted. "The guards filled us in on Vladmere's tirade after they had informed you, so we are all aware of the situation. You have no need to explain your delay to us. You are a valiant man and a hero, Garret, so if we may continue, I shall give you the floor," Sulvis concluded.
Garret found the quiet faces around him, all staring in his direction, very odd, as if he had walked in upon a conversation not meant for his ears and all mouths had snapped shut mid-sentence. Even so, Garret believed it to be his imagination and so stood to address the council.
"Honored members of the royal council, It would be my absolute honor to present to you for the position of king..." Garret began, but was interrupted by the man he was about to place up for a vote.
Sulvis coughed loudly into his fist, both interrupting Garret and getting the knight’s attention. Garret watched as the old man, shaking his head, began to speak.
"The announcement has already been made in your absence so please just give us your vote Lord Garret," Sulvis informed him.
"Indeed, my apologies again," Garret said somewhat embarrassed. "In that case I vote ‘aye’ to the elevation to the position of king," Garret concluded casting his vote.
The room exploded into applause, each and every member of the council joining in, except of course Vladmere whose seat was obviously empty. They all turned to face Garret with smiles upon their faces.
"Well done, your majesty, well done!" Sulvis shouted over the tumultuous clapping and now cheers as well.
"Wait?" Garret said confused. "What’s going on?" 
Realization began to dawn on him. Garret had been tricked, a ploy of the wise Sulvis no doubt, but tricked none the less. Garret had walked into an already completed vote that had been carried out in his absence, and trusting in General Sulvis, he had unwittingly cast the final vote to elect himself the successor to the king. As the applause began to die down and Garret began to feel the vast weight of the kingdom upon his shoulders, he sought to object.
"Wait, I cannot be king, I have no experience," Garret pleaded.
"That is why you have a council, your majesty," General Sulvis replied, then as an afterthought he continued. "Don't think you will step down either leaving the position to another man. We have each already declined the position, so you see, you have no choice in the matter." Sulvis finished with a devious smile and a wink.
"But I know nothing of kingdoms, I was raised at an inn for crying out loud," Garret protested again, hoping to gain traction.
"Do you know what your predecessor did before he became king?" This time it was Karishtala who spoke, and continued before awaiting a reply. "The King Valdadore before you was the son of a pig farmer. Knowing that, do you think any less of him?" Karishtala asked.
"Of course not," Garret replied, stepping directly into the trap she had created for him.
"So you see, your majesty, no matter how humble the beginnings, it is the individual character that makes a king," Karishtala concluded.
"Couldn't have said it better myself," Sulvis agreed. "So what say you, your majesty? What should be our next order of business?"
Garret thought a moment, his head spinning, still unable to comprehend all that had befallen him in a matter of moments.
"The mages’ tower needs to be repaired and we need to relocate all who live there until the work is completed," Garret said, though his tone made it sound more of a question than a statement.
"Indeed your majesty, the council will see that it is taken care of. Is there anything else?" Sulvis asked again.
"Send out a party to track Vladmere and his cronies, though do not have them engage. I want to know what he is up to but from a distance." Garret said mulling over what he thought the kingdom required within his mind.
With that order, the new leader of the Knights of Valdadore, Jordin, and two of the army's captains began speaking in hushed tones before one of them abruptly stood and rushed out the door.
"Well, that is being taken care of. Is there anything else of immediate concern that you should wish us to see to, your majesty?" Sulvis asked yet again.
This time Garret was ready for the question and had thought of a response for the grizzled old war veteran.
"Indeed there is, General Sulvis, and I should like for you to oversee this task personally," Garret declared, his eyes fierce with determination. "See to it that no man or woman among this council ever, and I mean by fear of punishment of death, ever...calls me ‘your majesty’ again. At least behind closed doors, it’s simply too much." Garret watched the concern clear from all the members of the council as they began to laugh and smile at his jest. 
The council meeting concluded, each member came to congratulate their new king before filing out of the room to get a well-deserved night's rest before a busy day ahead. After all, with a new king there had to be a celebration filled with more ceremony. Garret watched as the final council members vacated the giant stone chamber, though he stopped Sulvis once again and pulled him aside for a few private words.
"You have done me an honor beyond my value," Garret said solemnly. "I wish to show my gratitude for your high estimation of me."
"Me?" Sulvis asked. "It was unanimous, the entire council backed you," Sulvis explained. "I fear you underestimate yourself, Garret. Follow your heart and your gut and you will do just fine."
The new king and his grizzled old general spent a couple hours talking, much to Garret’s relief. Garret learned that most things in the day to day running of the castle would be seen to by the council without any need for Garret to intercede. Only things of import were brought to the king's attention, and even then it was usually only for a decision to be made which the council would then ensure was upheld. Sulvis explained that the main duty of the king was to make decisions. Though he could always rely upon the council for their wisdom, ultimately it was up to the king. In return, it was the king’s duty to bear the burden when those decisions led to failure, and savor the victories when they met success. 
"I have another order to give, though I don't know who to give it to," Garret stated honestly.
"Go ahead Garret, I'll see to it that it reaches the appropriate ears," Sulvis replied.
"Postpone the crowning ceremony a few weeks to let the people mourn the passing of King Valdadore. If you wish, or think it wise, the town criers can be sent out to spread the word of my election. However let the people know that I will not be crowned until my predecessor has had an appropriate mourning period, befitting his honorable leadership of this kingdom," Garret said.
"Spoken like a true king already," Sulvis replied.
Garret already knew the kind of king he wanted to be. He wanted the people to love him, and not for his vanity, but because they prospered under his rule. If Garret could make that dream a reality, he knew his time as king would be a success. For now however, Garret felt the need to tell his only friend within the castle his news. Excusing Sulvis and wishing him a restful night, Garret followed him out the door, though he did not leave the castle. Instead he crept silently down the empty stone corridors and up the stairs to Linaya’s chamber, hoping beyond hope that the woman in all of her beauty was still awake.
 



* * * * *
 
Seth battled back as many as the insect creatures as he was able time and time again but his every effort seemed wasted. Each wave of the creatures he vanquished to ash or blasted with magical fire was replaced within seconds by another incessantly. It appeared to Seth that there was no end to the vastness of the insect army. Reaching out again as he had done dozens of times with tendrils of his power, preparing to obliterate tens of thousands of the large insects, Seth felt something familiar, and for the first time in half an hour he was filled once again with hope. Borrik and his troops had arrived and were now racing boldly through the mass of biting and pinching monsters to meet their master. Seth decided to greet the return of his troops by clearing a path for them, and while one instant the wolf men raced across the barren land atop the cracking shells of their foes, the next instant the insects had vanished and plumes of ash rose with each footfall of the wolf men. Burning carcasses still littered the ground everywhere, having been torched by magical fire, and though the hundreds of thousands of small flames lent light to the darkness so too did they add smoke to the air which lay in a thick, foul smelling blanket upon the battlefield.
Seth watched as Borrik and his wolf troops came into sight while Sara danced between them nimbly swinging her blade this way and that, striking down the insects from both the air and the ground. Though Borrik continued to his master, the troops he led spread out bashing, smashing, squashing, clawing and stomping their foes into oblivion. Borrik came to stand beside his master, realizing Seth not only needed to communicate, but also concentrate on his power.
"Tell your men to watch out for our allies," Seth stated before unleashing another torrent of flaming death upon the enemy. After finishing his blast Seth motioned a dozen or so yards away at the nearest battle group of the miniature men to him.
"Done," Borrik replied, eyeing the small wooden structure with canine curiosity, his head tilting to one side slightly.
"I have missed you, Borrik. What news do you bring?" Seth asked, preparing his next assault.
"The battle was won, though many were lost," Borrik stated as Seth turned yet another wave of insects to ash.
"And my brother?" Seth asked, fearing the answer.
"He lives, though the king was lost," Borrik replied.
"I believed as much," Seth stated, pausing to release another wave of fire causing the small shelled creatures in his path to pop, some of them leaving the ground with force as their bodies exploded before catching fire.
"How am I favored now that I have killed the king?" Seth asked out of curiosity as Borrik began to stomp around him, smashing an enemy with each step.
"This I don't know, m’lord," Borrik began to explain. "All of your loyal troops left directly following the battle. We split up in all directions to seek you out."
Seeking with his innate ability Seth counted his troops before responding to Borrik.
"Is this all the men we have remaining?" Seth asked.
"No m’lord, there are more. As I said we split up, though I sent runners to collect the others when I knew we would find you," Borrik reported, straight to the point.
"Did you see an end to our enemy as you crossed this dead stretch of land?" Seth asked, hoping for some insight.
"No m’lord, their numbers seem to be endless," Borrik answered. "Worse than that, these are only the small ones, perhaps their infantry?" Borrik both stated and questioned.
"Explain," Seth ordered, again leveling thousands of the creatures with a thought and drawing their life into himself.
"As we crossed the barren plain some of the troops, and I myself, saw larger forces about halfway across!" Borrik yelled over the raging inferno Seth now unleashed from his hands.
"How many?" Seth asked, concluding the blast.
"Just one that we saw but I would assume there are many," Borrik replied.
"Assume nothing Borrik. Now hold them off for a moment," Seth replied turning his attention from their enemies to the woman he loved.
"Sara!" Seth shouted, and watched as she lithely danced among the enemy, springing into the air to unreachable heights to strike down airborne foes, only to land lightly again, spinning and twirling like a dancer of death. Seth found it sexy the way she killed and that both amused and worried him.
"Find the chief. We are changing tactics," Seth shouted before returning his focus to the enemy. What Seth saw next was both disturbing but also probably one of the funniest stories he would ever recount.
Redirecting his concentration back to the task of slaying oversized insects in multitudes, Seth witnessed Borrik killing the creatures in a manner that simply did not suit the giant wolf man well, though he was forced to admit it was quite effective. Like an enormous puppy rolling in so much grass, the immense wolf man would spring forward, using all four of his powerful limbs to propel him. Then rolling into a ball of claws and fur, Borrik used his momentum to carve out a path through the insects, crushing them beneath his weight a hundred or more at a time. What was worse, as his troops witnessed the tactic whether with their eyes or telepathically, they too joined in on the sport making a gruesome circus show of the roll and tumble tactic. Seth actually found himself smiling and shaking his head at the deadliest man he would ever know besides himself. 
For many moments Seth balanced his time between blasting the enemy, watching the wolves in their sickening game, and waiting for Sara’s return. If he was correct, and he thought he was, either the battle would be over soon or the enemy troops would become increasingly aggressive and angry. Either way Seth figured it was a gamble, but he felt secure that his decision was the right one.
Near a half an hour passed as Seth battled on, continually siphoning power only to again release it in a torrent of fire to devastate the enemy by thousands upon thousands, time and time again, but to little effect. Eventually Sara returned and quickly behind her one of the miniature armored units commanded by the chief of the tiny unnamed race appeared. Borrik and his men kept up their gruesome game while Seth made an attempt to speak to the chief.
"Chief, my men have brought me good news," Seth shouted over the buzzing and hissing of the insects.
"You men big hairy owwwwwwwwwwww," the chief replied attempting to howl like a wolf.
"Yes big wolf," Seth yelled.
“Where wolf?” the chief asked, to which Seth pointed towards Borrik. “Ahh…werewolf!” the chief exclaimed, believing he had understood.
Seth simply shook his head. Communicating with the chief was akin to speaking to dirt. Even so, Seth liked the name and decided it was befitting the race of wolf men he had created. It was then Seth realized how he could get his point across to the little man.
 "Big wolf find Zoomba chief," Seth said attempting to speak in a way the chief would understand.
"Zoomba chief?" The miniature leader asked with a quizzical look on his face. "Take me Zoomba chief, I kill, big fight done!" the chief shouted. 
"Yes kill Zoomba chief fight done!" Seth replied happy to have successfully communicated with the tiny man.
Sticking his fingers in his mouth the little chief let out a piercing whistle in three long blasts, and immediately all of his armored units began to surge towards him, killing any of the insects that stood in their path. Seth returned for a moment to the battle slaying easily another fifty to sixty thousand of the insects, giving the chief a moment to pass the word to his men. Seth questioned whether he was right to include the tiny men in this plan. He felt he could not leave them behind to fight alone, but neither could he expect them to play a role in destroying the insect's queen. By this time everyone was in on the plan, and within moments all of Seth’s allies had gathered around him, allowing him to note that the miniature men had sustained some casualties. Two entire units of the small warriors were missing.
Forming two columns, Borrik and his troops created the outer walls of the procession. Between them was a ragtag center column consisting of Seth at the head followed by the many armored units of the miniature men who were in turn trailed by Sara and the feline sisters. In this manner Seth could blaze a trail through the never ending mass of insects, and moving to fill the void, Seth’s wolf men would hold the creatures at bay from either side and the three women would hold them at the rear. The miniature men were protected on all sides by their newfound allies, a concept completely foreign to them.
It took Seth and his congregation of miscellaneous troops more than half an hour to blaze their way over a mile to the center of the barren lands, but upon their arrival to where Borrik and the men believed they had seen the larger beast, it remained hidden from sight. No matter how elusive it was however, Seth reached out with his mind and within moments had located the creature a few hundred yards to their left and holding fast. Directing the men and women, Seth began blasting anew leading them towards their foe. It was when the beast came into sight that Seth began to question his plan.
The beast stood upon six gargantuan legs, each of them segmented with several joints. The shape of its body and head were much like the smaller insects, only of completely different proportions. The head of the beast was huge, at least as big as Borrik, and upon its maw snapped dozens of razor sharp mandibles which it was now using to scoop up members of its own kind, feeding upon them ravenously. The second segment of its body was nearly a perfect sphere, about half the size of the immense teardrop-shaped head. Behind that segment was the abdomen of the great beast that was so swollen and elongated it trailed after the creature upon the ground where it deposited a steady stream of feces and urine accompanied by large, soft-shelled eggs from which the infernal horde of insects were constantly emerging. Like her smaller minions the queen had great snapping claws at the end of each arm covered in serrations and spikes making them extremely effective in battle. But unlike her minions, the progenitor of the endless horde of insects had an arm for every leg, making her, like the miniature men's armored units, unapproachable from any angle. Even at this distance the beast's two compound eyes sparkled in the night, each of them having more than a million facets, able to distinguish its entire surroundings without so much as swiveling its head, but Seth had no need to get close to the beast.
Reaching out with his power Seth located the creature and was stunned to find that it had acquired a blessing from the gods. Though unsettling, it was not a situation he had not dealt with before, and as such he grasped at the connection the queen shared with her chosen god and began tearing at it piece by piece, fraying and severing wherever his mind could grasp it. But no sooner had he gotten started than he felt himself lose contact with the queen's aura. Unsure what had happened, Seth reached out again but could not feel it. Seth could see the queen plainly enough. He could even see her bloated, god-infused aura, but he could not touch it no matter how hard he tried. 
Dismayed by the failure Seth changed tactics. Laying waste to the insects standing between himself and the queen, he created a trail of ash which allowed him and his men to close the distance before it was again filled in by the unending tide of Zoombas. Using the power he collected Seth unleashed a portion of it in a great fireball that lanced through the air smashing the great queen square in the face. Though that too had no effect, and Seth was beginning to wonder at the blessed insect's abilities. Seth made another attempt, this time summoning forth wicked lightning from his fingertips. Ten bolts of electrical energy again crashed against the queen with no obvious results, dancing off in all directions to slaughter dozens of the smaller insects before dispersing into the soil below.
"My power has no effect on it, Borrik!" Seth shouted as the queen hissed and turned to face them directly. "I'll keep the small ones out of the way. You and your men see if you can bring her down," Seth commanded.
Without so much as an instant of hesitation Borrik and his men sprang into action, sprinting across the distance in hopes of overwhelming the queen. Seth had not expected such quick obedience, and as such barely managed to blaze a trail for his men before focusing his efforts on keeping both the area surrounding the queen and the area surrounding himself and his allies clear. Keeping it as simple as he was able, Seth alternated between blasting those enemies around himself and then those around the queen. Although focused on his task, Seth watched as his men closed the gap between themselves and their target and sprung for the attack.
With lightning-like reflexes the horrid queen grabbed six of Seth’s wolf men in each of her massive claws, plucking them out of the air and shearing them in half with a snap of her great pincers. Many of the wolf men landed their strikes upon her, but so hard was the shell of chitin that encased her body that neither their claws nor their teeth had any effect. One of the men had even attempted a blow to the beast's eye, but it too was hard as stone. Unfortunately for Seth’s troops, the realization of their inadequacy came only after the queen had discarded what clung to her giant boney claws, and before the men could retreat, she snapped up another half dozen just as quickly as the first. Letting the severed halves of the men fall to the ground, Seth watched as the queen turned and snatched up the torso of one of his men, who though having been cut in two, still clung to life. Raising the dying man to her wicked maw, she reduced him to bite sized chunks with her dozens of mandibles before swallowing those down. Making quick work of the torso, the queen then seized the bottom half of the man off the ground and began feeding anew. The more she fed the faster the eggs spewed from her anus, and within moments the eggs hatched, releasing more of the small hissing and buzzing insects that were her inferiors.
Seth could do nothing but clear a path for his men back to rejoin him. Having lost a dozen troops in what seemed only an instant, Seth collected himself and his thoughts as the auras of his men came willingly to join him. The thrill that went up his spine made him shudder and stood in stark contrast to what he was actually feeling, but he ignored it, having possibly found a way to distract the queen. 
Turning to Borrik yet again, he passed along his plan and watched as Borrik retrieved Seth’s sword from Sara. Again the wolf men raced off, Seth blazing a trail for them with a blast of magical fire, only this time Seth redirected the blast and incinerated thousands of the queen’s un-hatched eggs, which spewed from her by the hundreds each second. As the queen again hissed and moved to step in the way of his blast, Seth’s men feigned an attack. The queen lashed out thinking to catch them again, but this time she was outsmarted. As the queen struck to snap up those it appeared were lunging at her, Borrik rolled in under her defense and slashed Seth’s blade as hard as his giant muscles were able, severing one of the queen’s legs at the middle joint. The queen hissed in pain and her minions surged in to envelope the wolf men as the queen lashed out again, her focus on Borrik. Borrik had already rolled away however and was just nearly out of reach, but not entirely so. As Borrik rolled he was careful to keep Seth’s blade away from his body as not to incidentally injure himself. The queen turned and lashed out at him, and as she did so, one of her great pincers closed upon the blade of the sword and wrenched it from his grasp. Once again weaponless, Seth cleared a path for his men to again return. Things seemed to be getting worse and worse as Seth watched the queen of the insects snap the blade of his sword in two with her great pincer. For spite Seth again incinerated the queen’s eggs as she struggled to turn on five legs to block his attack.
"What now, Lord Seth?" Borrik asked, realizing Seth’s plan was ruined.
Seth shook his head in response not knowing what to do. If they had more weapons they could have brought the queen down, but without some good steel blades all their efforts seemed useless.
"Master, our armor!" Borrik shouted, having found the answer.
Seth had used his power to reshape the metal once to create the armor, and as such Borrik was right to assume that Seth could, within minutes, create for them some crude blades with which to attack the queen. Immediately Seth and Borrik began stripping their armor, Seth pausing time and again to incinerate the mass of roiling insects attempting to overwhelm them. But even before Seth could begin transforming the armor he watched as the battle took an unexpected turn. From behind him, where the miniature men were supposed to be protected on all sides by their larger comrades, four of the Zoomba insects came scurrying out past Seth heading towards the queen, which Seth found particularly odd. Thinking to blast them down, Seth hesitated a moment giving himself just enough time to realize what it was that he was seeing. As the Zoomba bugs scurried away, Seth noted the tiny spears being carried in small human hands concealed beneath the bodies. Seth watched as the four brave, tiny little men scurried right up under the nose of the Zoomba queen. Once there, the quartet simply mulled around in circles under the queen’s head, and though it took a minute to realize what they were up to, soon Seth understood their plan, even though it was suicide. Wanting to help the little men at least attempt their ploy, Seth needed to motivate the queen.
"Kill the babies as fast as you can!" Seth shouted as everyone among his army sprang back into action. Seth himself ended the existence of near a hundred thousand of the beasts in as little as a few seconds, turning half to ash and incinerating the other half. The wolf men took up their macabre game of lunging and rolling while Sara kicked and stomped along with the feline sisters. Seth knew the more the queen ate, the more eggs she produced; he had witnessed it already. In an effort to replace all the troops she was losing she would be forced to eat, and quickly. 
 



* * * * *
 
Just as the little warriors had planned, the queen reached down with her mandibles and plucked one of the Zoombas from below her head up, and being that it was already bite sized, shoved it down her throat and reached again to retrieve the next. Unfortunately for the first to be swallowed however, each of the warriors of the my people tribe were ordered to not strike until all of them had been eaten. The chief being the first one to be picked, had no idea how long he could hold his breath, but freeing himself from the Zoomba shell, watched as the undulating gullet he now inhabited pushed the carcass further and further down the digestive tract of the Zoomba chief. Within seconds he was joined by another of his warriors and together they struggled not to slide further down the gullet. Another was added shortly thereafter and finally when the chief thought surely he could hold his breath no longer, the final member of the assassination team was eaten. The brave chief of the my people tribe gave the order, which just so happened to be "pokey pokey", and again and again the chief and his warriors drove their spears through the various portions of the gullet they inhabited, into the surrounding organs causing the Zoomba chief to scream in agony, which was much to their liking. Their numerous jabs were effective in harming the great insect, but also caused the gullet to begin to fill with thick green blood, slimy mucus and other various ill smelling and tasting fluids.
 



* * * * *
 
Seth halted his efforts in slaying masses of the inferior insects to observe the outcome of the valiant little warriors’ suicide mission. As the last of the little men was swallowed whole by the enormous queen of the insects, it became almost immediately apparent that the little men were having serious ill effect upon the queen. No sooner had the last little warrior disappeared from sight than the queen began to thrash her head this way and that as if trying to dislodge something, her mandibles reaching as far as was possible into her throat with no effect. Seconds later she began to spasm oddly, snapping her six great pincers in all directions, severing one of her own remaining legs in the process. Reduced to only four usable legs, the behemoth of an insect could not support her own weight. Twisting as she fell, she hit the ground, sending a plume of dust and ash to obscure her from sight momentarily. As the dust settled the queen continued to thrash about the ground, violently at first, but slowing each additional second. Her pincers gave out first, falling lifelessly to the ground, followed shortly by her massive head. Seth watched with his godlike senses as the queen’s connection to her god broke, and the last traces of the queen's own aura diminished rapidly. Acting out of instinct, in an effort to save those trapped inside the beast, Seth reached out and snatched what little life that remained within the great husk of an insect, careful not to slay his comrades in the process. The queen crumbled into a mound of ash larger than the grass huts the little warrior clan inhabited, but even so, within seconds the tiny men managed to extract themselves from the pile, each of them gasping for air and retching upon the ground, clearing their own gullets of the putrid liquids they had each ingested. 
On the battle front things had taken a drastic change as well. Instead of the multitude of insects single-mindedly attacking Seth and his allies, now they scattered in all directions unsure of what to do without their leader present to guide them. Seth imagined the local population of predatory animals should have them mopped up in the months to come, but for the sake of speeding the process, he unleashed one last wave of fire into the darkness incinerating the few thousand nearest insects.
Covered in dust that clung to his damp body, the chief, doing his best to brush himself off, approached Seth, a large grin upon his tiny face.
"You have big power hooman," the chief said. "Where find big power?" 
Seth thought a moment about his response, knowing he had to stick to the bargain he had made with Ishanya. Like the chief had done earlier in the night, Seth lifted his arms to the sky, tilting his head back as if holding the heavens within his arms.
"Big power from chief up there," Seth answered.
"What chief name?" the miniature leader asked.
"Ishanya," Seth answered honestly.
"Ishhhpanda," the chief mimicked. "You see Ishhhpanda, tell him chief Flapagappa Gudletut want big power."
"I will tell her," Seth replied with a smile.
With that the chief stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled five short blasts, to which his men responded by forming up in ranks. Without so much as a goodbye, they marched off back towards their home. Seth, Sara, Borrik, the feline sisters and Seth’s troops watched the slow retreat of the little men for a few moments quietly before Sara, realizing that watching the tiny men with even tinier legs leave could take hours, decided to break the silence.
"My love?" Sara asked, getting Seth’s attention.
"Yes?" Seth replied.
"Can we go home now? Or at least get started? We only have a few hours of darkness left at most," Sara both asked and stated.
"Yes, I suppose we should." Seth replied, and then turning to Borrik added, "Borrik, please lead us home to Valdadore."
Borrik did not bother so much as to reply as he turned and began walking at an easy pace for his master and his master's wife to match. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12
A Wondrous Return and a Wretched Report
 
 
Two weeks had passed since Garret had unwittingly been voted into the role of King of Valdadore. Though he attended council meetings, gave orders, received reports and made the final decision on anything and everything of import regarding the kingdom, realization had still not struck him fully. He leaned upon the wisdom and guidance of his many councilors heavily, though in time he hoped he could grasp the entire scope of what his duties entailed and how his rulings on one front might affect people he would presume completely removed from them. It was often Sulvis whom Garret sought out for advice as the man had served the kingdom loyally for nearly his entire life, and knew much more about running the kingdom than Garret could hope to learn in short order.
The repairs to the mages’ tower were already nearly completed. The council had brought in all the best carpenters and masons from around the kingdom, though all doubted the lingering stench of smoke would be entirely eradicated for many years, if even then. Garret had visited the tower nearly every day to mark the progress for himself, and found the results of each day's labor much to his liking. Though titled king, Garret knew that those amongst the council worked extra hard to ease his transition, each of them taking a small portion of the burden onto themselves. For that he was grateful and did his best to make sure every decision was as well thought out from every angle that he could imagine. Up to this point Garret felt he was doing a fine job, though his newest friend, and greatest nuisance, assured him daily that he was overlooking something of great import.
Garret, in a way, had been living a double life over the last few weeks. Not that he was trying to hide anything from anybody, as "rumors abound in the castle", one of Linaya’s favorite sayings, would portend. But by habit, with Linaya’s fear of men's desire and women's cruelty, she was a bit of a nocturnal person, sleeping late into the day and spending most of the evening and night into the early morning hours awake. So in order for Garret to spend any time with the woman he both adored and teased ceaselessly, he too had to rearrange his schedule to an extent to make himself available during the hours she roamed quietly about the castle.
Linaya’s life for many years had been one primarily of seclusion. Since reaching womanhood, with the maturation of her body Linaya had been constantly plagued by men's lust and women's distrust. She had come to life at court at her father's urging for two reasons. First, her father assured her the longings of common men were often more ravenous, whereas those at court were held to higher standards. Sadly this was a point that had been disproved within Linaya’s first week at court when a visiting man of wealth attempted to accost her in one of the back corridors. Her father's second reason to bring Linaya to court was to spend more time with her, and though at first it had been a good arrangement and she did see her father often, it was usually in passing as he was off to perform some duty or another. As of the last year, with goblin raids and the razing of entire villages, Linaya had barely seen her father at all. Now that he was gone, she had planned to return home to the inn with her mother, but alas Sasha was gone as well. With no place feeling quite like home anymore, Linaya decided to stay on at the castle in an apparent attempt to be sure Garret never got a good night’s sleep, for which he was grateful daily.
Often in the late evening, when Garret was sure there would be no more calls for his attention he would retire to his royal chambers or to the king's study depending upon his mood. On nights he retired to his personal rooms, Linaya would often tiptoe in unannounced, as Garret generally sent his guards home to their families. They would sit up for hours either upon the bed or one of the large padded benches in front of the fireplace and tell stories of their childhoods, or share hopes and dreams for the future. On the other nights, when Garret retired to his study in an attempt to learn all he could from the previous king’s writings, Linaya would often come up to pester him, asking him silly questions until he gave up his pursuit of knowledge and folded to her will. Those nights they would peer out the great window from his study on the highest floor of the southwest tower, and they would gaze at the stars and make wishes, or look out over the kingdom together wondering what everyone else was doing.
Garret enjoyed their time together immensely and he knew, though she would not openly admit it, that Linaya looked forward to their every meeting as well. So it was that Garret sat in his personal chambers, waiting patiently for Linaya’s arrival, when she tiptoed barefoot into his room wearing nothing but a simple silken slip of the lightest blue. Though his jaw attempted to fall slack, and his tongue threatened to roll out of his mouth, Garret fought the urge and turned his attention elsewhere in the room with a knowing smile.
"Yes, yes, I know I am hideous and you can’t bear to look at me," Linaya said, getting the exact reaction she had hoped for.
Garret, no matter how often they played this game, fell for it each time. Just as Linaya had expected him to do, Garret turned back to face her, in awe of her exquisite beauty, held enthralled by her perfection. Worse was the fact that this night, unlike any other night they had shared, Linaya was flaunting her perfection, dangling it right before Garret’s face. As she pranced across the room causing undue bouncing in places that always seemed to trigger Garret’s attention, she came to a stop at the corner of his bed. Then resting her back against the tall bedpost that supported the canopy over his bed, Linaya reached up above her head and wrapped her arms around the post behind her. This particular motion achieved two things that set Garret’s blood on fire, though he managed to contain his desires. First the arch in her back pressed her breasts against the silk that cascaded down her body loosely, showing off not only their shape and firmness, but also accentuating her small, perky nipples giving Garret the subconscious need to bite something. Secondly, with the acts of both raising her arms and arching her back, the blue silk of her short gown, which normally hung to her mid-thigh, rose ever higher exposing even more tantalizingly perfect flesh. Garret could actually feel the blood in his face grow hotter and again realized he had fallen into her trap, and as such managed to tear his eyes from the extraordinary woman to look across the room at nothing in particular.
"How is it that you can do it, yet other men cannot?" Linaya asked teasingly.
"Do what?" Garret replied, sure it would be another game.
"Fight the inner animal," Linaya said.
"What do you mean?" Garret asked, assuming the worst.
"You cannot say you do not enjoy to look upon me. I can see the need to have me written plainly upon your face. Yet you have never once attempted to even brush against me or touch me in any manner that was improper," Linaya stated it as if it were fact.
"Yes, you are attractive," Garret said hoping to end the conversation and move on to something less uncomfortable.
"Duh silly, but you did not answer my question," she retorted.
"To be honest?" Garret asked.
"Would you tell me anything else?" Linaya asked with a grin.
"I suppose not," Garret said, thinking how to phrase his answer. "I will admit it is not always easy to contain myself, though it has never been harder than now."
"It's never been harder, huh?" Linaya giggled. "But why would it be harder now?"
"You know precisely why, Linaya. Look at how you are dressed," Garret responded.
"Ah, so my clothing is what intrigues you," she jested. "You must be terribly fond of blue, though I am sure I must have worn this color before."
"You have," Garret replied. "But you well know my meaning."
"So you are saying that my wearing something extremely comfortable makes you extremely uncomfortable?" Linaya asked teasingly.
"If that is what you want to call it," Garret replied.
"So are you saying then, that when I am naked and should wish to dress myself, I should think of you and your comfort?" Linaya asked.
Garret actually grimaced at the mental image Linaya’s last statement crammed into his head. Though the image was by far probably the most enticing thing he had ever imagined, he could not help but feel verbally raped by the comment, having tried so hard not to imagine the woman nude. However, after a moment to gather his thoughts, once again he managed a reply.
"Yes, I suppose you should," Garret answered.
"So you are saying I should dress myself with regard as to how you might look upon me?" Linaya asked, still teasing.
"Yes," Garret grinned. Simple answers caused him so much less trouble with her.
"Why?" she asked again.
"Because I do it for you," Garret answered and immediately regretted it.
"You dress for me?" Linaya asked, her tone now completely different.
"Yes," Garret admitted again realizing it was entirely too late to turn back now.
"Why?" Linaya asked, completely sincere.
"In hopes that you could perhaps see me as I see you," Garret answered honestly.
"Really?" She then asked, her tone changing to one of amusement, “Have you ever, and I mean ever seen a mirror? Seriously now, I see why you cannot shave without cutting yourself a dozen times or more. Come here." Linaya said and grabbing Garret’s hand dragged him off the bed and across the large stone chamber. Rounding the corner towards his private privy, Linaya stopped suddenly leaving Garret standing directly in front of a large mirror that stood from the floor to the ceiling and was polished to perfection. Using her hands Linaya guided Garret to turn and face the mirror as she then stood behind him. Reaching up from behind him, Linaya grasped the uppermost button of Garret’s shirt and paused.
"May I?" she asked.
Unsure if he could answer, Garret nodded in acquiescence, and stood as Linaya unbuttoned his shirt in entirety and pulled it down his back, removing his arms from the sleeves as it fell.
"Look at you," Linaya said. "You're like a chiseled statue of a god in one of the temples. I mean seriously look at yourself, Garret."
Garret stood a moment seeing himself in the mirror, yet not really seeing himself. He watched, using the mirror, as Linaya walked around him and placed her small petite body within the frame of the mirror and together they looked into the reflection.
"You do realize that you are attractive, right?" Linaya asked. "I mean, look at your arms. They're as big as my waist for crying out loud, and that’s scary..." she said, letting her words sink in before adding what she really meant. "Scary sexy."
Garret looked again in the mirror, trying to see what Linaya said she could see, though he wondered if she was just playing a game with him. It took him many minutes and it wasn't until he took his focus off himself that he realized what it was that Linaya saw that he didn’t. Peering into the mirror, Garret did not in so many words find himself attractive, though he was as she said well-muscled and sculpted like an artist’s portrayal of the gods. Looking into the mirror at them together, Garret saw perfection. It was with the contrast of their shapes and skin tones, the imperfections of Garret’s skin compared to her flawless, supple flesh that made the image whole. Linaya did not see herself as Garret saw her, and Garret did not see himself as Linaya saw him, but what Linaya had been able to perceive even before this moment was that together they were beautiful, each a complement and a contrast to the other.
"Now you see it," Linaya said. "I can tell by your expression," she added with a smile.
"I do see it," Garret professed.
"We shall make a handsome couple, won't we?" Linaya asked sincerely.
"I should like to think so," Garret replied.
"Good," Linaya said, a giant smile parting her lips. "Then you should get some rest. You have a big day tomorrow, you know, getting crowned king and all that." Linaya said giggling, and without warning she spun and kissed Garret’s bare chest, right where his heart lay beneath.
"And that is to ensure I stay near your heart once you become all high and mighty." She said, and turning again she pranced out of the room, an unusual bounce in her step.
If the whole inheriting a kingdom bit had not been enough, now certainly Garret felt he was in way over his head. However, for the first time it was a good feeling, and with high hopes and expectations in his heart, Garret did as Linaya instructed. Extinguishing the lights in his room, he undressed and crawled into bed for the first full night of rest he had had in weeks.
 



* * * * *
 
Seth and Sara traveled westward once again, only this time they had the company of Borrik and his men. The very night they resumed their westward track they had climbed the mountainside speaking with Borrik as they ascended. Each took turns filling in the details of their time separated, and Borrik even confessed the pack’s horrid deeds upon the women in the woods. Both Seth and Sara were horrified, but each found comfort in the fact that it was an action none of the wolf men were proud of, nor did they intend to repeat it. With that out in the open, Seth shared with his second-in-command the grueling facts of his and Sara’s own transformations, at which Borrik was greatly concerned, though Seth assured him that it was a temporary condition and one which he planned to alleviate as soon as he was able. They gathered the wounded wolf men from atop the mountain, as well as those that remained to guard them, and continued west towards Valdadore. They stopped when they needed rest, and Seth tried to arrange those times during daylight hours so Sara could sleep away the day and walk unhindered after sunset. When they did travel during the day, Sara often rode upon Borrik’s back or shoulders, as her new lighter weight, combined with his massive muscular structure did not impede their travel like Sara did walking on her own, blindfolded. Each day they traveled they were joined by more of Seth’s wolf troops, and after ten or so days Seth realized that he had regained all of his surviving men, who now numbered two hundred and nine. 
They had angled their travel northwest soon after coming through the mountain pass, Borrik assuring them he knew where they were, and as such this direction would get them home sooner. It was the twelfth day, late in the evening, when they happened upon a small town one of the werewolves knew to be Traiven. Gathering what coin he could from his troops, which did not amount to much, Seth and Sara entered the town alone as the last rays of the sun were obscured by the horizon. Locating an inn, they went in for a well-deserved meal while the troops hunted for their own food.
As they entered the small inn, all eyes in the room turned to see the newcomers, and foreboding as the pair looked in their armor, all were quick to return their eyes back where they belonged. Taking a seat in the corner with a view of the room, Seth and Sara each placed their helms upon the table waiting to be served. A few moments passed and Seth and Sara eavesdropped upon the other people in the inn to see if they might learn of any news that would interest them. However, the only thing they heard was a pair of elderly gentlemen at the bar attempting to argue while whispering, but such were their elderly ears that each of them whispered entirely too loudly to avoid being overheard.
"I tell you Pete that’s them that disappeared at the battle," said the nearest man.
"It can't be them, everyone says they died in a big explosion that ended the battle, Mack. Everyone knows that," whispered Pete in reply.
"It has to be them. Did you get a look at his helm?" Mack asked. "It's in the shape of a wolf head just like they say."
"Yeah I seen it, but with all the stories there are gonna be those who copy the mage. After all, they say he is the one who ended the battle. If it weren't for him we'd all be goblin food," Pete laughed, the skin sagging from his jowls bouncing with the sound.
With that the old codgers went about sipping their ale in silence as the barmaid, coming through from the door from the kitchen behind the bar, noticed her new customers and came to take their order. She was a small thing in her mid-teens with sandy hair and freckles. Her curves were just beginning to show and she walked with a sort of awkward stride as all teens do as they come to adulthood. Rounding the bar the girl strode directly to the table seemingly unafraid of the couple clad in their black armor. 
"What can I get the two of you?" the girl asked with a genuine smile.
"How about something hot to eat and something cold to wash it down with," Seth replied, happy to have a meal that didn’t consist of picking it off the ground or chasing away birds to eat.
"I think we can arrange that," the girl said with another smile. "And what for the lady?"
"I will be happy with the same, thank you," Sara said, her sweet voice sounding like music to Seth’s ears.
As the barmaid walked away to fill their order, Seth reached across the table and took Sara’s hand.
"It's good to be home, isn't it?" he asked.
"It will be nice to have a hot bath, a warm bed and some rest," Sara replied.
Seth realized then that it had been quite some time since he had been able to look into the amber depths of Sara’s eyes, what with having to keep her blindfolded during the day and only exposing them at night when it was too dark for him to enjoy. Even now, though her eyes had taken on a more reddened hue with the alteration, he found them to be bottomless and he could not wait to get clean and spend some good quality time with her. But with the swift return of the barmaid, Seth realized his desire would have to wait a bit longer.
"That'll be two silver," the young girl said.
Seth pulled the coins from the pouch Borrik had given him, thinking the price rather steep, and the girl took them and pocketed them before placing the tray with their food and drinks upon the table. Sara and Seth ate like animals that night, each devouring a plate of roasted lamb and steamed vegetables, chasing the hot meal down with a large mug of cool ale. They sat relaxing a few minutes after eating, as the barmaid returned from the kitchen and again came to their table.
"Can I get the two of you something else?" she asked.
"Perhaps," Seth replied. "The lady could use a deeply cowled cloak, and though I know the shops in town are probably closed, I wondered if maybe you could arrange to get one for us?"
"Well, you are in luck actually. Ole Mack there at the bar owns the tannery and loom down the road. Let me talk to him for ya." Without awaiting another word she turned and approached the old gentleman at the bar. After speaking to him briefly, he stood and turned, nodding once in Seth and Sara’s direction before he left the inn.
The barmaid then left the room entering the privy at the far side of the room which was becoming a more and more popular commodity at local inns. Sara, excusing herself from the table on noticing the room, went to relieve herself as well. Seth sat quietly alone at his table a moment when the old man named Mack retuned carrying an exquisite cloak with a deep hooded cowl. The fabric was a light but tightly woven wool, dyed black, and around the cowl and trailing down the sides of the cloak was silver embroidery that dressed the garment out nicely. Mack, well into his twilight, got his bearings upon entering the inn once again, and pausing to let his eyes adjust to the light, turned and approached Seth at the table. Seth, remembering to respect his elders, stood to greet the man. Shaking hands at the wrist like old comrades, Seth greeted the man introducing himself, and the old man did likewise, beginning to shake his head when Seth stated his name.
"Are you the same Seth that blasted the enemy to smithereens?" Mack asked.
"One and the same," Seth assured the man.
"Not to seem distrustful you see, but if you can prove it, I'll give you the cloak free of charge," Mack grinned crookedly.
Seth peered around the room to notice that all eyes were upon him and the old man. Knowing he had little coin, and the cloak looked expensive, Seth decided to humor the small crowd.
Raising his arms Seth pointed his palms skyward, and without so much as a word his hands exploded into flame that encompassed his flesh without burning it. Refocusing the energy Seth let the flames extinguish as he turned his palms to face one another, spreading his fingers. Small bolts of wicked green lightning erupted from the fingertips of each hand extending to connect in the space between his hands. But Seth wanted to really give the man his money’s worth, so while distracting him with the miniature lightning, Seth sent tendrils of his power around the room to each table. Unleashing more power Seth created at the end of each invisible tendril an illusion of himself, appearing to the small crowd as if another dozen Seths had  appeared out of thin air. The people in the room jumped, each of them startled by the sudden appearance of Seth’s apparitions. Seth vanquished his lightning, allowing the old man to turn to see what had surprised all of his friends so, and with a wide grin, he looked back to Seth trembling in excitement and handed over the cloak. Seth let his illusions stand a moment longer, and as an added bonus he made them each stroll across the room where they came to rejoin with the real Seth, each one appearing to become consumed within him. As the last illusion vanished Seth released a small concussive boom that reverberated off the walls.
"Well done, Lord Seth, well done!" Mack said clapping his hands. "I have heard it said that you worship the Goddess Ishanya, and that you can change people into beasts and monsters. Are those tales also true?" Mack asked in wonder.
"It is indeed the goddess Ishanya who gave me my power, and I have used my abilities to make men more than they originally were. Without them we would not have succeeded in defeating the black horde," Seth replied.
The old man, and many others in the room, nodded their heads in silent understanding as Mack again took Seth’s hand and shook it heartily. Seth watched the old man turn as Sara reappeared from the privy, and watched as he returned to the bar to brag to his old drinking buddy.
"Told you so," Mack said and took a deep draught of his ale.
Taking Sara’s hand in his own the couple returned to the night, but not before Seth thanked the people for their hospitality.
 



* * * * *
 
Sara walked into the privy cautious of her footfalls. The young barmaid stood across the small room with her back to Sara, rinsing her hands with a small pitcher of water, having already relieved herself. Having caught the girl's scent upon entering the inn, it was nearly all Sara could do to ignore it while eating her meal with Seth. No matter how Sara tried to focus upon something else, each and every attempt failed as her thoughts came back to the girl and she sniffed to taste the air again and again. Here in the small privy the blossoming girl's scent was stronger still, and Sara thrilled with the taste of blood that mingled with it. Had the girl not been on her cycle this day Sara probably would have ignored her, but the scent of the blood upon her was overwhelming and Sara’s thirst needed to be satiated. It was a feeling akin to the need to breathe when under water. It wasn't a want, it was a necessity.
Creeping across the room, careful to make no noise, Sara came to stand directly behind the young girl. Reaching up with one hand, cautious of underestimating her newfound strength, Sara in one swoop grasped the back of the woman's head and drove it into the stone wall with a crack. As the girl slumped, Sara wrapped an arm around her chest, under her arms, keeping her upright. With fresh blood now dripping from the young girl’s forehead Sara was intoxicated with the scent. She pulled the girl’s head to the side with her free hand and drove her teeth into the soft flesh of the girl’s throat. Suckling like a babe as the blood spilled from tiny puncture wounds in the girls throat Sara drank thirstily, caught up in the exhilarating moment. It was not until she felt the floor shake as a boom erupted within the building that Sara snapped out of her thirst for blood, and quickly worked to hide her crime. Dragging one of her fingernails roughly across the girl’s neck she created a shallow scratch that connected the two small puncture wounds, camouflaging their true nature. Then Sara lowered the girl to the floor and stood again, using her hands and the water provided to wipe her face clean. She employed the small pitcher to rinse the small splatter of blood from the stone wall where the girl's head had struck it, and carefully, using her newly acquired strength, snapped the handle from the pitcher and slid it beneath the girls neck, before placing the larger portion of the pitcher upon its side, also on the floor, letting the remaining water in it pour out to form a puddle. Sara checked the girl before leaving the room to reassure herself the girl still breathed. Confident the child would live, Sara strode from the room as if nothing had ever happened.
 



* * * * *
 
Seth and Sara left the small town walking west once again, and as they walked, Seth helped Sara don her new cloak, that Seth felt would be adequate to hide her face and hands during sunlight hours. As they left the town they followed the road, where an hour later they were rejoined by Borrik and his men. The remainder of the night and the next morning they continued to walk without incident, all of them talking and jesting freely as Seth’s thoughts kept returning to the quickly approaching reunion with his foster brother. Seth hoped beyond hope that Garret did not blame him for the death of the king and so many others that were lost in the final blast. He knew there would only be one way to ever find out for sure.
 



* * * * *
 
Garret awoke in the morning feeling more refreshed than he could ever recall, and much to his surprise Linaya sat upon the edge of his bed watching him sleep, waiting for the moment he would wake.
"I was just about to wake you," Linaya said.
"Am I running late again?" Garret asked, his constant tardiness becoming his biggest fault.
"Nope, and that is exactly why I came," she replied. "I wanted you to be prepared well before the ceremony."
"That is very thoughtful of you, Linaya, thank you," Garret replied.
"Since you dress for me..." Linaya began smiling, "I took the liberty of picking out something for you to wear today that I think you will look absolutely astonishing in."
"Is that so?" Garret asked. "Well, let’s see it then."
Linaya walked across the room and picked up some clothes she had placed out upon one of the large stuffed sofas. Holding the outfit up to admire it herself, she then returned, bringing the garments with her. Garret looked over the outfit and saw no immediate issues in wearing it. Though the clothes had belonged to the previous king, they had been near equal in size and so Garret believed they should fit him well enough. Garret rose from his bed throwing back the covers and was surprised as Linaya turned her back to let him dress. The outfit was simple enough to not look entirely too formal, yet elegant enough for the occasion, Garret supposed. It was no more than some trousers with a shirt and vest, with moderate embroidery, and a thick belt to wrap around his waist. Garret dressed quickly then walked with Linaya to inspect himself in the mirror where the night before Linaya had kissed him upon the chest. Garret looked himself over and deemed the outfit suitable, though a bit snug in the chest and arms, which is why he assumed that Linaya had chosen it. It did show off the better traits of his body, however, and he supposed that was the garment’s purpose.
Walking together, Garret and Linaya strode through the castle greeting the many guests who had come for his crowning ceremony, and stopped occasionally to share a few words with members of Garret’s council. Many complimented Garret on his appearance, and Garret accepted the compliments graciously. Though Garret did notice several men, both those he knew and some he did not, eyeing the beauty at his side, he ignored the stares as did Linaya for the sake of the day's purpose.
Leaving his side Linaya went to stand amongst the crowd gathered for the ceremony, carefully selecting her place amongst women and children, but in the open where Garret could see her plainly. Garret looked around the room that just days ago had been the war room. Now the vast table had been removed and in its place were rows upon rows of chairs. Where once old and faded tapestries from another era had clung to the walls, now hung banners and tapestries in the latest fashions, each brightly colored, designed to commemorate the occasion. Garret took his place at the head of the room where Sulvis now stood decked in full ceremonial regalia, ready to begin the ceremony.
The crowning went flawlessly as Garret had prayed it would, and he did not find it overly boring as he found most ceremonies. It turned out, Garret realized, that involvement was the key. To watch a ceremony was largely boring, but to be included in it was not near as bad. So the morning passed, first with Garret reciting his vows to the kingdom, followed by each and every one of his council members swearing their loyalty to him as their king. Next came the fabled Knights of Valdadore to also swear their loyalty to a man they considered an equal as well as their brother. Garret shook each of their wrists as they rose before they turned to depart, which wasn’t a usual part of the ceremony but it was his ceremony so he figured he could change things a little. Finally, after about three hours, Sulvis asked Garret to kneel, and doing as he was told, Garret put his knee to the floor. As Garret knelt, so too did every man, woman, and child who had come to witness the occasion. Sulvis placed the silver crown upon Garret’s head, and winked to the young man who would now be his sworn leader, before speaking his final words of the ceremony.
"Arise Garret Valdadore, born a son unto the kingdom of Valdadore, to now lead us into a bright future as its father," Sulvis recited, and as Garret rose, Sulvis took a knee to join the rest of the crowd within the room and show subservience to the new king.
Trumpets blared from the castle wall, signaling the crowning of the new king, and were echoed from the outer castle wall and then again from the city wall where trumpeters repeated the announcement. As the trumpeters completed their call, all those who had come to see Garret crowned rose and cheered, though it was only Linaya’s voice Garret heard. He could not help himself but to smile at the small woman, absolutely enamored by her.
Near an hour passed as Garret again mingled with his guests, Linaya at his side, when the trumpeters’ call from the outer wall of the city was heard again, to then be repeated by those upon the outer castle wall, and then again by those upon the castle itself. Garret, confused, looked around for an explanation, believing the ceremony had completed and unsure if he was expected to do something else. Several other members of his council looked around the room to one another, and almost at once each of them spoke the same question.
"Royalty?" they each asked no one in particular.
Though the crowning had been planned for over a week, no dispatches had been sent out to invite the leaders of any of the surrounding nations. Garret felt the invitations unnecessary as he was not sure how they would be received, seeing that none of the neighboring nations had come to their aid in the battle when called upon a few weeks prior. That being the case, no one in the room could even fathom a guess as to whom it would be entering the city that was from a royal family. So with nothing better to do, the various guests made their own assumptions and guesses but each of them began to grow bored as near an hour passed before the trumpeting came once again from the outer castle wall, announcing that the visiting royalty had finally made it to the castle structure. Another quarter of an hour passed and the trumpeters atop the palace itself let loose a short fanfare announcing the arrival of the royal visitors, and Garret, Linaya and all the other guests watched and waited patiently as the guards at the main entrance to the castle opened the doors to reveal a sight none of them had expected.
As the doors were pulled back on their hinges, two giant, armored wolf men sprang through the door before straightening their backs and standing at their full height. Then each of them stepping to either side of the doorway revealed the most welcome, yet unexpected, sight Garret could have ever hoped to behold on such an important day of his life. For behind the two great werewolves stood Seth and his young bride, each clad from head to toe in the same menacing black armor that they had vanished in, near three weeks previous. Taking their cue both Seth and Sara strode into the castle, each carrying their helm under an arm, to congratulate Garret on one of the most important days of his life.
 



* * * * *
 
As Seth and Sara watched the castle city of Valdadore grow before them, a great trumpeting of horns echoed across the land of which the meaning was lost to the both of them. Though both were anxious about their return, neither knowing what kind of reception to expect, they wondered aloud what the sound foretold, and not even Borrik, who had lived his entire life within the city, could answer their question. So the young human couple continued down the road followed by four columns of Seth’s newly named werewolves some fifty deep and behind those came the wounded upon litters. In this manner they strode the remaining few miles to the city. Upon reaching the eastern gate, Seth ordered the common troops to all remain outside the city walls. He entered with only Borrik and three of his captains, all of them heavily armored, just in case. As the soldiers at the gate saw his approach, they began to shout up the wall as a message was relayed again and again up the massive walls, and again the trumpets blared, their meaning completely lost to understanding, but even more confusing was the fact that the guards at the gate each kneeled as Seth passed. Not knowing what else to do he simply saluted them by banging his fist to his chest as was customary. Seth let Borrik and one of his captains lead the way through the city, as his two remaining captains took positions of rear guard.
"What do you think that was all about?" Sara asked.
"Only the gods may know," Seth replied, a common phrase that simply meant, I don't know.
"Do you think that maybe they were announcing the arrival of a hero?" Sara asked.
"I'll take that over an announcement of here comes the guy that killed the king," Seth said with a wry smile.
An hour later they arrived at the castle gate, where again the guards went into a frenzy and again trumpets blared, which Seth hoped quietly would not become a daily occurrence. Not fifteen minutes later they arrived at the outer wall of the castle, and again there was a commotion that led to trumpets and men kneeling, and finally Seth could wonder no more.
"Off your knees, soldier," Seth commanded the closest soldier, and without hesitation the guard in full dress armor sprang to his feet. "Would you mind telling me what all the damned horns are about?" Seth asked, one of his eyebrows rising.
"You mean you haven't heard, your majesty?" the guard asked, obviously shocked.
"As it turns out I have just returned from a land I have never even heard of, where I fought with people that could sleep in my shoes an enemy that at another time I might consider eating," Seth snarled at the man, sounding more like one of his troops than a human himself. "So if you don't mind, and it isn't too much trouble, please just tell me why people keep blowing those annoying trumpets every time I walk by!" Seth demanded.
"My apologies, your majesty, I assumed you had heard..." the man began.
"Wait a minute," Seth stopped the guard mid-sentence. "That is the second time you have called me ‘your majesty’. The first time I assumed a slip of the tongue, the second makes me question your sanity." Seth wondered if he should simply speak to someone else.
"It's just that...well you see..." the guard began to stammer.
"For all of the gods' sakes, please man, just spit it out." Seth was becoming more and more annoyed.
"Your brother is the king which makes you the crown prince, your majesty," the guard blurted all at once as Seth’s jaw fell slack in disbelief.
"When did this happen?" Sara asked, sounding terribly excited.
"Two hours ago he was crowned, though he has held the position now for more than ten days I would say," the guard replied, obviously less nervous speaking with Sara.
"Did the entire council die at the battle with the black horde?" Seth asked, not understanding how his brother had become next in line to rule the kingdom.
"No your majesty, the majority survived," the guard said.
"Good," Seth said, obviously relieved. "So can we go in, or are we to wait for him to answer his door?" Seth asked the guard who in his nervousness had forgotten to pull the gate open.
"My apologies, your majesty...Oh, and congratulations on surviving," the guard added.
Seth and Sara took the lead through the many narrowing courtyards that in a time of defense worked as a pinch point for attackers, and finally reaching the castle proper, Seth turned to Borrik with a simple request.
"Most people here have only heard stories of you, Borrik. Would you care to help us make a memorable entrance?" Seth asked.
"As you wish, your majesty," Borrik replied, having already noted his master's new title.
 



* * * * *
 
Garret strode out of the crowd to greet his brother, Linaya walking at his side. As the brother's first grasped wrists like comrades, then shared an embrace of welcome, Linaya introduced herself to Sara, who did the same in return. Seth’s men stood like unmoving statues to either side of the door where several people approached them to admire the beasts. Seth on the other hand joined his brother where they walked side by side through the crowd as Sara and Linaya fell into step behind their respective twin, who at the moment walked and talked as if they were the only two in the room.
"What has happened to you Seth? Where have you been? Are you OK? How is Sara? When did you return?” Garret asked, along with a million other questions and never allowing Seth so much as a word, but when he finally did pause for breath, Seth took that as his turn to speak.
"All in due time Garret, but for the time being all is well, though I must admit there were times I thought I might never see you or our home land again," Seth confessed as all the guests in the room silently listened to the twins’ conversation. "Our home land? Where on Thurr did you go?" Garret asked astonished.
At that place and time the question went unanswered for no sooner had Garret got the words out than Borrik and his captain sprang from their positions to each side of the door, each of them grasping by the shoulder a man who had sprinted into the room unannounced.
"Release me, I must speak to the king!" the young man shouted, and everyone in the room turned to see the commotion.
Without a command from their master, neither of Seth’s troops would release the young man, and Garret seemed satisfied enough to leave things as they were.
"State your name, young man, and your purpose here," Sulvis demanded, making his way through the crowd.
"I am Darion Vakiln, messenger from west gate, in service to the king." The boy said pulling a small medallion from his shirt for verification.
"Release him," Sulvis commanded, though neither of Seth’s troops complied until Seth himself waved a hand in gesture.
Garret strode back through the crowd, Seth at his side, to stand before the young man.
"What is your message, Darion Vakiln?" Garret asked.
"But your majesty, I was ordered to relate my message to the king's ears only," the boy responded, his voice pleading.
"How many secrets should a king keep from his people, do you think master Darion?" Garret replied rhetorically. "We are among friends and allies here. State your message," Garret ordered.
"Yes, your majesty," the boy answered before continuing. "King Sigrant has gathered his armies and prepares to march towards Valdadore."
As if all were of a single mind, everyone in the room to witness the boys’ words inhaled sharply, not expecting such dire news.
"How long until they march, boy?" Garret demanded.
"They were preparing when I left my post. They could march any day now," the messenger admitted.
"Sulvis!" Garret shouted, becoming more than a bit nervous.
"Yes, your majesty?" The old general replied.
"How long before they reach the city if they marched today?" Garret questioned.
"With cavalry in five days, ground troops seven, and siege engines twenty one," Sulvis replied.
"Darion, this is important," Garret stated. "With how many men do they march?"
"We could not gather accurate numbers, your majesty. He keeps his forces on the move, and repositions them during the night," the boy replied.
"An estimation then, give me an estimation!" Garret again demanded.
"Twenty thousand your majesty, maybe twenty-five," Darion replied. “Among them are great armored beasts that breath fire and belch smoke.”
Garret nodded to the boy and turned back to the crowd in the room, thinking a moment silently about the information the boy had given him. Then he began to speak.
"Someone see to the boy. See him well fed and rested before he departs," Garret said and then turned again to speak to the boy himself.
"Ride back to the west gate, with all haste, and get me every ounce of information you can. If you see any danger before you reach your post, turn back and come straight to me. Do you understand?" Garret asked.
"Yes, your majesty," Darion replied.
With that a group of soldiers ushered the boy from the room to see to his needs before sending him upon his way.
"Sulvis, I need our numbers," Garret said without bothering to turn and face the man.
"Just over four thousand at last count your majesty," Sulvis replied in an even tone.
"Six to one," Garret stated aloud. "Better odds then last time, but we need to know more about these great armored beasts that breathe fire." 
He turned to address his most important asset as the king of Valdadore.
"Seth, it seems we are going to need your help."
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