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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
"Where's yer brother, Brian got to?" Fergus asked, swatting his hand at young Diller as the boy snatched a fruit-filled pastry that the big man had just taken from the hot kitchen oven and placed on the table to cool.
"He's down in the tunnels again," Diller said, cramming the sugary pastry in his mouth. Barely a moment later he spit it back out into his hand, half chewed and began blowing on it.
Jax kicked his feet off a bench, where he had been half asleep and sat up.
"You've got no sense, my boy. If you're going to steal something hot, have the good sense to let it cool for a spell," he told the boy. "Patience, it's said, is a virtue, especially to a thief."
Diller shrugged and shoved the pastry back in his mouth. 
"All right," he said.
"And don't be talkin' with yer mouth full neither," Fergus scolded. "Didn't yer mum teach you any manners?"
"She tried," Diller mumbled through a grin then he swiped another sweet bun from the table and ran off.
"That boy's all mischief," Fergus commented with a shake of his head.
"Aren't they all?" Jax replied with a wry smile. "It's good to see the boy laughing and just being a boy. It's his brother, Brian, who I am more concerned about. He's been spending a lot of time down in the tunnels lately."
"From what he's been tellin', there's a bunch of 'em tunnels and they travel a fair ways under the river an' in all directions. The voices are louder down there too, he says." Fergus stirred the coals under the wood fired oven.
"Voices?"
"A couple the lads been hearin' voices in the halls, like a jumbled up bunch 'o different folks talkin'. Brian says he's been hearin' the same, but he's makin' sense of them an' they been talkin' back to him."
"That's interesting," Jax said, getting up from the bench and picking up one of the sweet buns from the table. "What do the others say?"
"One or two of 'em seem bothered by it an' say it's unnerving, but most of 'em are sayin' the voices are the good spirits of the keep an' it makes 'em feel courageous like when they hear 'em," Fergus told him then the big man noticed that Jax was holding the pastry in his hand and had already taken a bite. "Jax Larian! I'd be hopin' ye'd set a better example than that. It's no wonder things been goin' missin' from the kitchens."
"What can I say, Fergus? I'm a thief." Jax grinned with his mouth full as he scampered out of the kitchen.
Fergus shook his head, and could not help but laugh. When Kaleb had gone off to fight in Cerric's war, he had left White Falls in the care of him and Jax, and between the two of them, they had managed to put some semblance of order back into the place. When they had surveyed the damage from the flood they discovered that the water had removed a lot of the plastered walls and exposed the original structure of the keep, revealing several heavy, stone doors that had long been hidden. Brian and some of the others had managed to open them and found tunnels and passageways that ran far underground and they explored them a fair ways down, but Brian had taken to spending a lot more time down there of late, so much so that Fergus was starting to worry about the lad, especially considering the fact that he was hearing voices.
Jax had done some of his own exploring under the keep and he recognized the type of stonework as being similar to a few other places where he had done some sneaking during his many travels over the years. While the current stone fortress of White Falls had been built by Kaleb's family some time ago, it appeared that it was built overtop a much older structure, that included an elaborate tunnel system, which had been long forgotten. Jax wondered what the purpose of the tunnels might have been, but this news that the keep itself was talking to Brian and some of the others, might shed some light on the subject. 
Jax made his way through the keep to one of the tunnel entrances, which was guarded by one of the young Bordermen that Kaleb had recruited. Next to the entrance was a bin of unlit torches and Jax nodded at the young guard as he grabbed one and headed into the tunnels, cocking his head and listening for any magical voices he might hear as he waved his torch through the flames of one that was already lit, that hung from a sconce on the wall just inside the entrance.
Deep underground, Brian walked along the smooth stone floor, the only sound the fluttering of flames from his torch as he moved along the passage that had been cut long ago. He glanced back at the darkness that followed the dim, orange light that surrounded him and he could see the footprints where his boots had left a clear path on the dusty floor. At least he was not likely to get lost, he thought, though he was not particularly worried about that, since he knew the keep itself would guide him.
"Go no further,"
the voices of the keep chimed in his head.
"Why not?" Brian asked aloud, and his voice echoed loudly in the passage.
"It is unsafe."
"I'm not afraid of a little danger,"
he said, using his thoughts now.
"There is danger. The fire will not last."
Brian looked at the torch in his hand and he realized it had burned down a fair bit and would be guttering soon, which would leave him in the dark if he did not make his way back to the surface in time. He had decided to explore a different direction than his previous trips under the keep and he could not escape the feeling that he was searching for something, but he did not know what it could be. Brian turned around and began to head back through the darkened tunnel but stopped when he saw the glow of another torch approaching.
"I heard you'd taken to cave dwelling," Jax said. "Despite my penchant for sneaking around in dark places, I must say is somewhat dreary down here."
"I've been mapping out the tunnels," Brian said and pulled a scrap of parchment from his belt. "There might be ways to get in and out of White Falls that enemies might discover, or if we need to sneak out in case of a siege."
"'Tis wise to be prudent," Jax said, "or something like that. Good thinking, Brian. Shall we take a look around?"
"My torch is almost burned down," Brian said.
"Mine still has some life in it," Jax said.
They continued further down the passage and, a short while later, they entered a large chamber that was almost like a room. Over the sound of the billowing flames of the torch, they heard the steady gurgle of water and, at the far end of the room, they found an opening in the floor with a short wall built around it, under which ran a stream of water. Jax reached down and dipped his hand into the cool, flowing water then held his wet fingers to his mouth.
"Fresh, drinkable water," he said. "It's almost like you could live down here if you wanted to."
"Sanctuary," the voices said.
"It's a sanctuary," Brian repeated.
"I see," Jax said. "Did the voices tell you that?"
"You know about the voices?"
"Fergus mentioned it. He said you can talk to the keep."
"Yes. It's strange. I don't know how I can hear the voices."
"Probably magic," Jax said with a shrug. "I can't hear anything. Can you ask these voices questions?"
"I guess I can," Brian replied. He was not sure what kinds of questions to ask. Mostly he just listened to the voices of the keep when they told him things, but the voices had responded the few times he had asked questions. "What do you want me to ask?"
"What was this room for?"
"Sanctuary," the voices replied.
"They call it a sanctuary," Brian told him.
"A sanctuary? For whom?" Jax asked. "Did people live here? When? Why?"
"The dark times," the voices answered. "The people, the younger, safe from the fire, the destruction, long ago."
Brian repeated what the voices told him and Jax scratched his chin, thinking about what to ask.
"Is there an exit from these tunnels, away from the keep?"
"Yes."
"Are there any dangers down here?"
"Yes."
"What kind of dangers?"
"Deep places, powerful places, forbidden places."
"Forbidden places?" Jax was curious. "Ask them where we can find some of those."
"They say they are not far, but they're forbidden," Brian told him.
"Yes, I think they mentioned the forbidden part before. That's what interests me," Jax said. He held up the torch to the entrance of the passage that led deeper into the tunnels. "Shall we?"
Brian followed him into the tunnel that led beyond the chamber. They made their way down the dark passage and found another passage that connected with it. Brian marked it on his map and Jax turned the corner, heading down the new tunnel, but it was not long before Jax stopped, seeming to have bumped into something.
"That's interesting," Jax said, taking a step back and shining the torch ahead of him. "I can't see anything, but the passage is blocked." Even the flames flickered outward and the end of the torch tapped against a hard surface as though hitting a pane of glass.
"Forbidden," the voices said again.
"Why is it forbidden?" Brian asked.
"Only the sworn may enter."
"The sworn? What are those?"
"Defenders. Oathbound."
Brian turned to Jax, puzzled by the voices. "Oathbound?"
"There must be an oath," Jax guessed. "What oath must we take?" he said, glancing around at the walls of the tunnel.
"Oath of the defenders. Taken by those of the blood."
"Those of the blood?" Jax asked after Brian relayed the words. "Who are those of the blood?"
"The one who hears is of the blood," the voices replied.
"Well that must mean you, Brian," Jax said. "Ask them what the oath is. If it isn't too egregious, it might be something worth considering, assuming you'd like to know what's on the other side."
"What is the oath?" Brian asked.
"The oath to defend the sanctuary, to defend the people, to join the keepers of the oath."
"Who are the keepers of the oath?" Brian asked.
"We are the keepers. We are the fallen defenders. We defend the sanctuary."
Brian relayed to Jax what the voices told him.
"They're spirits of defenders? Interesting," Jax said, thoughtfully scratching at his chin. "That sort of makes sense. They said they were fallen defenders, so it seems if you take the oath you end up as one of the voices, like spirits, perhaps. I don't know all that much about the afterlife, Brian, but it sounds like that's the price of entry to these forbidden places."
"I don't know if I want to become a voice of the keep," Brian said.
"You might ask them what it's like," Jax said with a mischievous grin. "What do they do for fun, that sort of thing..."
"Peaceful. Vigilant. Watchful. Eternal."
"Do they like being defenders? Keepers? Whatever they are?" Jax asked.
"We are the keepers. We are the fallen defenders. We defend the sanctuary," the voices repeated what they had said before.
"Sounds kind of boring to me," Jax commented when Brian told him what they said then the thief clapped him on the shoulder. "Well lad, it looks like we can't go any further, unless you want to take the oath to become a defender or a keeper, or whatever these voices are."
"I don't know," Brian said again, still wondering why the keepers would choose him instead of Jax. "Why don't you become a defender?"
 "Like you said. It's an oath for those with the right blood in their veins. It is definitely some strange magic, but it sounds like you've somehow related to these defenders. Maybe they were your ancestors. Has your family always lived in these parts?"
"I guess," Brian said, remembering his father talking about how the farm had been in the family for countless generations and even recounting funny stories about things that happened to some great-great-great-grandfather or some relative many generations ago. It seemed as though his family had always lived there.
"Well, it sounds like you've got some old defender blood in you so I suppose you can take the oath if you want, but I think it might be wise to give it some thought first. It sounds like one of those deals you can't go back on if you change your mind later.
"I think you're right," Brian said. It was an oath the voices wanted, and he knew you never went back on an oath.
"Since we can't go any further in this direction, and this torch is starting to look a little suspect, perhaps we should return to the surface," Jax suggested.
"I guess so." Brian felt like he should explore further. It was as though something was calling to him, encouraging him to press forward, but he resisted and turned back to follow Jax, but the thief stopped.
"One more question," he said. "Why have the keepers been silent for so long? Why are they suddenly so talkative? What is different?"
Brian listened to the voices as they answered Jax's questions.
"They say that the gods have returned," Brian told him. "They say there will be a war."
*****
 
 
The door opened at his touch, and Calthas walked into the little house that he had abandoned. The passive magical wards the mage had set had been tripped and he knew that the priesthood had visited. Most of his belongings were where he had left them, though a few were out of place. He dispelled the illusion on the door to his workshop and was pleased to discover that the ward he had set was untouched. He returned to the door and motioned for the one who had accompanied him to enter, then they both moved into the workshop and Calthas closed the door, resetting the intricate wards he had bound to them.
"That is some very clever magic you have wrapped around this little workshop," the other man said, pulling back the hood of his cloak.
"Thank you," Calthas said, nervously.
"May I sit?" the man asked, gesturing to a chair next to Calthas' cluttered desk.
"Please do. I am sorry I do not have anything to offer you."
"It is no matter. I merely wish to rest. These bones are very old, you know."
"I cannot even imagine."
"No, I suppose you can't. Other than one curious encounter a short while ago, it has been a long time since I have merely sat and spoken to someone as I do with you now. Many years I have spent in a lonely existence, cut off from the better part of my essence, which was perhaps a result of my own foolishness. It is done, and now that I think about it, I think I would like some wine."
He waved his hand and it was though the fabric of the world itself opened like a pocket on a piece of clothing. He inched his finger and a glass bottle floated out of the gap, which closed behind it.
"Do you have something to pour this into?" he asked.
"Yes, of course," Calthas said and he opened a cupboard and took out one of two small silver chalices and gave it to the man.
"Get the other one," he said, glancing over at the second cup. "You're welcome to join me. This is a particularly good bottle, and good wine and spirits are meant for sharing."
"Thank you," Calthas said then he fetched the other cup. "I never thought I'd share a drink with a god. You honor my humble workshop. I am not sure what to call you, whether I should say 'your holiness' or something like that."
"Bah," the god laughed as he used his power to pull the cork from the bottle then poured the wine into their cups. "Call me Stroma. It is my name and I am glad to have it back. It was a long time that I was cut off from myself and I did not enjoy the experience, though it was not entirely without its lessons."
"I cannot understand how someone as all powerful as you could have been waylaid in such a way," Calthas said.
"I am not as powerful as I once was, but even then I was not all powerful as you imagine. We gods have our weaknesses and we too can fall prey to tricks and schemes. This 'One' god as he has been calling himself is certainly a sly one, and I underestimated him greatly. That was my great folly, though perhaps we can now endeavor to correct that mistake."
"Is there a way to stop him?"
"There are many ways to stop him, but none of them are easy," Stroma replied. He took a sip of his wine and sighed. "This god is very powerful, for he is not just one but two gods. He began as the god, Kenra and when he murdered Kroma, he took his power and his identity as well. His reason for doing such a thing escapes me, but perhaps his thirst for power overruled whatever powers of reason he might have had, although, truth be told, Kenra was never the reasonable sort."
"I have wondered why Kroma would do such thing," Calthas said. "I worried that the stories of what he stood for, the things the people who worshipped at his temple for so long believed, might not be true."
"The stories are fairly accurate, though perhaps not entirely. Such is often the case with stories that are passed down over time. Mostly they become exaggerated, but Kroma was certainly an honorable god, and it is saddening to think that he is no more."
"You say that Kenra took Kroma's identity and power, which suggests he used some kind of death magic," Calthas said.
"You've got the right of it, mage. Death magic has long been forbidden and I wonder where he might have learned of it, but the answer to that question is a curiosity that may never be known. The problem now is finding a way to stop him from enslaving more people, and the first thing we must do is collect the copies of the book."
"There are five true copies if I understand correctly, but what about the other, lesser copies?"
"We will only need the five originals. The others have no true power, though it might be useful to have a copy or two."
"Well, there is one original copy at the temple, here in Maramyr," Calthas said, then he remembered something and held up his finger, for Stroma to wait a moment, and he exited the workshop then came back with a book in his hand. "I worried that they might have taken it, but I have one of the lesser copies here. The priesthood has made quite a few of them."
"Good," Stroma said, taking the book. "This will prove useful." Stroma placed the book on Calthas' work desk then waved his hand over it and four more copies appeared. "We now have five lesser copies that Kenra and his priesthood won't be able to distinguish from the originals. When you steal the book from the temple, you can replace it with this one." He held up one of the books.
"When I steal the book?"
"Of course. I can see that little spell you have used that makes them think you are one of them. It is very clever, Calthas. I should think that a mage of your skill would be able to sneak in and out of the temple with little problem."
"I did have a little help from a mage named Stavros," he admitted.
"Yes, I know of him," Stroma said, nodding thoughtfully.
"What about the other four books? How do we find them?"
"Oh, finding them should not be a problem. I know exactly where they are. Getting our hands on them without Kenra finding out, that might be a little more of a challenge."
*****
 
The ship rolled gently over the waves as the crew of the Al-Andor looked ahead to their home port as the great Aghlar city rose up from the horizon before them. With Ehlena aboard, the winds had been most favorable the entire journey, which had buoyed the morale of the crew, restoring their confidence, which had been shaken by the things they had witnessed at the pirate island. Ehlena and Stavros stood at the fore of the ship, enjoying the fine mist of the salt air and watched a pod of dolphins playfully leaping in and out of the water alongside the fast moving vessel.
"How long do you expect to stay at Aghlar?" Stavros asked.
"There are a few things we must do," Ehlena said. "A few days at most, then we can carry on and search for Aaron."
"I am concerned about the lad," Stavros said. "I wish he had not left so suddenly, and just when I had finally managed to find him."
"Stavros," Ehlena said with a smile. "You worry too much. Aaron must walk his own path if he is to achieve his potential, and sometimes that means letting him face challenges for himself. He is now free of the ward, which may have protected him, but it also held him back. Aaron has much to learn and he may have very little time to learn it. Whatever happens, we must see what he will become, of his own accord. And do not worry. Aaron may be hiding his power, but the wind will find him, and so will we."
"I am just glad he left his things behind," Stavros said, reaching under his grey cloak and pulling out a book. "I had no idea he was carrying this accursed thing around all this time."
They had found the book in Aaron's pack and even though Stavros was unwilling to test its magic, he was convinced that the power of the book had affected the ward, causing its magic to twist, and inflicting great pain on the boy. The effect the book might have had on him was something the two mages, Zachary and Stavros, and the two goddesses, Ehlena and Carly, had debated at length. Even though there might be some use to learning more about the book, they had all agreed not to open it for fear of alerting the god, whose mind was connected to it. They also worried that destroying it might have the same effect so Ehlena had suggested that they should take it with them, hinting that she might know of another way of dealing with it.
"It is curious that he should have had it," Ehlena said with a frown. "I told you that Aaron showed it to me once, before I became one with the goddess." 
"Yes, and it was fortunate that you did not look upon its contents in your current form."
"I doubt it would have affected me, but letting the book see me would have given away too much. As far as this supposed one god knows, I am little more than some foolish young girl, and I prefer he continue to think that."
"I wonder how much he knows about Aaron," Stavros mused. "Hopefully the ward prevented the book from seeing too much of his life. There are many ways one can be manipulated and while I do not have the first idea about the personality of this god and what effect it might have upon him, not to mention that Cerric himself is certainly not above toying with people's lives."
"I would rather he did not toy with Aaron. His life is finally his own, and his choices are his alone to make." Ehlena stared at the mage, the glistening deep blue green of her eyes becoming almost a steely grey as her expression became hard and serious. "Stavros, we must help Aaron, and we may offer him guidance, but we cannot interfere with his decisions. That is the one thing I am most concerned about."
"You have said this before," the old mage commented. "Is there some reason for concern?"
"There is," Ehlena replied. "But one does not need a reason to respect the will of another."
"That is true," Stavros agreed, though he was not sure exactly why the girl-goddess would continue to belabor a point she had already made numerous times, but he was willing to accept the wisdom in her words, regardless of what her unspoken reasons might be.



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
The stands of the arena were empty and a warm wind whisked away the last traces of the many footsteps of the warriors, who had fought on the dirt floor among the stone circles the night before. The blood of their battles dried and crumbled, fading into the sand and would soon be scoured away by the dry desert wind. The contest finished, another king was named, but the talk among the people was of the warrior from the north, whose power they had only glimpsed but they knew it was greater than even the strongest who had fought at the Warrior's Palace that night.
Kasha knelt down at the edge of the circle and felt the stone that was embedded deep into the earth. It still hummed with energy from the brief burst of true fire that had nearly overwhelmed its protective magic. She was surprised when he had entered the match, not expecting to see him here at Ba'shan, let alone in the circles, but she was already aware of the potential of his power, though she wondered if he knew it as well.
"It is forbidden to use true power in the circles," Lento said, looking at the ground where Kasha's hand rested on the stone circle.
"When was it forbidden?" she asked, looking up at the man through the slit in the cloth that covered her face. "Once, long ago, many fighters fought with true power. That was why the circles were created. But you are right, we no longer allow such power to be used without first knowing the nature of those who posses it. That is for Ansari to determine, not the registers."
"Still, it was an unfair match," Lento insisted. "The registers did not know of this power and much money was lost. There is talk among the people of retribution against this Antal of Ashford."
"You would be wise to quell such talk, Lento," Kasha told him as she rose to her feet. "It was only one match and the registers and the traders saw plenty of winnings from the other fights. As for Antal, those who talk of retribution might consider how dangerous he is. Perhaps you might remind them that without the protection of the circles, many of them would already be dead."
"You know this man," Lento said accusingly. "You fought him at Forsina. It is said he visited your tent. Perhaps this was some trick between you to win many riches."
Kasha frowned beneath her wrappings and her green eyes sharpened to daggers as she stepped toward the man, but she held her temper in check, which was becoming more and more difficult with every passing day.
"You may check the registers, Lento," she said, keeping an even tone. "You will see that I placed no wagers on the fights. If you wish to discover the meaning of true pain, you may continue this way of thinking. If you speak such insults to me again, I will place your head on a spike as an example for anyone else who would dare to cross me."
"You would threaten me, here in the Warrior's Palace?"
"I do not threaten, Lento. I speak only a simple truth. I knew this northern warrior was strong, but he did not use such power at Forsina. Had he done so, the registers would surely have shown it."
"And yet, he bested you?" Lento would not be easily cowed but he pulled back his anger, knowing better than to provoke her further. Kasha was Ansari and, while Lento did not know Ansari, he knew more than most, and that was enough to make him fearful of her.
"He fought me to a draw," Kasha said, correcting him. "He used only his sword, and I only used mine. It was a fair match."
"And I am to believe that this northerner is as skilled with a blade as the mighty Kasha?"
"Yes, he is exceptionally skilled," she told him. "Why else would I invite him to my bed?"
"I have no interest in your personal habits," Lento said.
"You were the one who made mention of it. You are angry that an unknown fighter entered the circles and demonstrated skill and power. It upset the registers for they could not calculate the odds and people lost some coin, while others undoubtedly won more than they had imagined. Instead of admitting that there are powers in the world that you do not know about, you insult me by making dishonorable conversation about what happens in the privacy of my tent and suggesting that I would dishonor the circles by some trick for coin. If you and the registers are wise, you will take your losses and leave this issue. It will quickly fade like tracks in the sand."
"And what of this Antal? If he returns to the circles, what then?"
"He will not," Kasha told him. "He will walk the desert and will be known by Ansari."
"An outlander? Is such a thing permitted?"
"That is for Ansari to decide. This northerner will not be the first who is not of the desert to become known to Ansari. If he proves worthy, he may also come to know Ansari."
"You speak blasphemy," Lento said, his voice taking on a harsh edge once more.
"Blasphemy?" Kasha laughed. "If you truly knew Ansari, then you would know there is no such thing. There is only truth. I will leave you to think on that, for while you may know many things, Master Lento, it is clear that you do not know Ansari, and I wonder if it not time for a return of our people from the desert, to dispel some of your foolish notions."
Kasha turned and walked away from the man, making her way across the arena floor toward the grand entrance. She could tell that Lento was angry and he was likely insulted by what she had said to him but she did not care. If there were any words that approached blasphemy it was his mention of what occurred in her tent when she and Aaron had spent the night together. While it was no secret, such things had little bearing on the truth of matters, and she wondered if Lento's accusations were more a reflection of his own character or perhaps an indication that the registers were no longer following the neutrality of their position among the circles. It would be something she would discuss with Ansari, but first, she had other matters to which to attend.
Aaron answered the knock at the door and the boy named Tash carried a large basin filled with fresh, cool water into the room. It was full to the brim and drips of water spilled over the edges as the boy struggled with its weight so Aaron lifted it out of his hands.
"Thank you, Tash," he said, carrying the basin over toward the bed where Lexi lay shivering under a thin sheet that was soaked through with sweat. 
The boy hung back as Aaron placed the basin next to the pallet and took a cloth from the girl's forehead. The thick fabric was hot from fever and Aaron felt it cool again when he dipped it into the large bowl of water. He twisted the cloth, leaving it just wet enough to cool and placed it on Lexi's forehead.
"Is she going to be okay?" Tash asked. "I could fetch the healers again."
"They have done all they can do," Aaron said, glancing at the glass vial that sat on a nearby table. Only a few drops of the magic infused liquid remained and he had given Lexi only the smallest amounts at a time, hoping to wean her off the poison. Tash had asked around the city to see if more of the potion might be acquired, but word had spread among the traders and none of them were willing to help, no matter the price that was offered. Aaron had tried using his meager skills at healing, but Lexi was resistant to his magic. Even the healers had experienced difficulty, though they had been able to help her a little. Now it was up to Lexi.
"She is strong," Aaron told the boy, trying to sound reassuring. "You should have seen her fight."
"Everyone in Ba'shan talks about it. They said you used true fire, powerful magic."
"I don't know what they mean by that, but I did use the power of fire, maybe more than I intended. I didn't want to use any of that power at all."
"Why would you not want to use your power in a fight? You could be a king very easily."
"I didn't come here to be a king," Aaron said as he turned over the cloth on Lexi's forehead. "I came here to get away."
"Get away? Does someone chase after you?"
"No, not really. I just wanted to think about some things, that's all."
"You are very strange, Antal, but I like you. I would be honored if you would hire me as your servant."
"You want to be a servant?" Aaron asked, though he suspected the word might have a slightly different meaning among the desert people than it did back at Maramyr.
"It is a respected position, especially for a king or someone powerful," Tash said. "And if I am careful in my duties, you can teach me the sword, maybe." 
"I don't need a servant, Tash," Aaron said. "And I'm no sword teacher, but I appreciate how helpful you are. I will pay you an extra coin more than what we agreed, before I leave Ba'shan."
"You will leave? When?"
"As soon as Lexi has recovered. Like I said, I came here to get away and now too many people know I am here."
There was a knock at the door and Tash ran toward it, enthusiastically eager to please. He opened the door and, in the frame stood a person wrapped in desert clothes, but Aaron immediately recognized the sharp green eyes that stared past the boy and looked directly at him and he stood.
"Antal," she said.
"Kasha," Aaron replied.
Tash took a step back. "You're Kasha?" He turned and looked at Aaron then looked up at the desert warrior, who glanced down at him, then his expression turned serious. "I will bring food and drink, for the warrior king." Tash bowed deeply and fled the room.
Aaron could see Kasha's eyes squint with a smile beneath her wrappings as she watched Tash leave, then she turned her gaze back to him and walked across the room. She unwrapped the cloth from her face, revealing her dark, tan skin and strong, seductive features. It had not been long since he had seen her and he felt a stirring deep down as she drew close and the subtle sweetness of her scent filled the air. Aaron pushed those thoughts aside as her gaze shifted to Lexi, who lay unconscious upon the bed.
"Why do you cover her if you are trying to cool her down?" Kasha asked.
"I thought it best, with Tash coming in and out," Aaron said, not mentioning that he was also more comfortable having a sheet covering the lizard girl as well, though it made little difference since it was practically transparent now that it was soaked through with sweat.
"Why should she care?" Kasha pulled the sheet away and let it fall over the end of the bed.
"She is not able to decide, since she does not wake," Aaron said. "It would not be polite."
"I mean your servant, Aaron," Kasha said, using his name now that they were alone. "She would not care."
"Tash is a girl?" Aaron shook his head.
"Of course." Kasha laughed, then she reached out a hand and touched the place on Lexi's side where her scales blended to skin. "You have much to learn about the people of the desert."
"And now you are going to tell me how I don't know Ansari," Aaron said.
"No," Kasha said. "I would not say such a thing to you, husband. I came here to bring you a warning, and to offer my help if you wish it."
"A warning? About what?"
"Your fight, in the arena," she said, looking over at Lexi. "I saw this fight and you did very well against many difficult opponents, but you also used a power that is not welcome in the fighting circles."
"I didn't intend on using that much power," Aaron told her with a frown. "Still, I don't see why it matters. They would have killed us. Besides, nobody said there was a rule against using magic. Those other fighters did."
"There is no such rule," Kasha said. "The power of true fire is simply not used in the circles and by using such a power, you have attracted the attention of Ansari."
"But you are Ansari," Aaron said. "Can't you just tell them that I won't fight in the circles again? The only reason I did was to help that girl, who was being forced to fight."
"I spoke with the healers and I was pleased when they told me the reason for your fight. I made a good choice when we joined and the reasons your actions will matter to my people when you come to the desert to meet them."
"What if I don't want to go to the desert and meet with your people?" Aaron was frustrated. All he really wanted to do was avoid people, but so far he had done a fairly poor job of accomplishing that goal.
"Then they will come to you," she told him. "You have used a very dangerous power in the domain of the Ansari, and that will not be ignored, but I believe they will wish to help you understand your power and find the truth within you."
"So, I can either go meet your people or they will come and find me," Aaron said. "What if I just leave? I could just disappear. I know how to do that now."
"Aaron," she said. "I know of these magics, but they have little effect to Ansari. We see things that others do not. When we fought at Forsina, your power was hidden, but I could see much of what you were."
"You knew?"
"Yes, of course. I see many things."
"Why didn't you say anything about it?"
"It was not my question to ask," she told him. "You did not use your power. You fought with only a sword, and were able to match me in the circle. That was enough for you to earn my respect for you as a warrior."
Aaron sighed. It seemed like everyone knew more about him than he did. It was aggravating not to know such things and he wondered if maybe he should have stayed on the pirate island and taken the time to learn from the two mages, Stavros and Zachary, and Ehlena as well, who somehow knew all kinds of things.
"What will happen if I go with you to meet the Ansari?"
"There are many things you would learn," she said. "You may even come to know Ansari, which would be a rare thing for one who is not of the desert."
"But from the sounds of it, because I used that fire magic, the Ansari might not be too pleased to see me," Aaron pointed out.
"Whether my people are pleased or displeased will depend on you. Ansari will not judge you without first learning about you, but it would be better if you came to the desert of your own decision."
"It doesn't sound like I have much choice."
"Choice is often less a matter of what, than it is a matter of how," Kasha said. "Would you like to know Ansari?"
"I don't really know what you mean by that, but I suppose I am curious," Aaron replied. "And it sound like I am likely to meet them either way, whether I wish to or not."
"That you are," she said then she turned and saw the young servant girl pushing her way through the door and carrying a large tray.
Tash set the tray down on the table and poured two cups of wine from a decanter then took a sip from each of the cups and handed them to Aaron and Kasha. Aaron had learned that it was the custom in Ba'shan in the finer establishments, that the person who served a drink would taste it first, to show that it had not been poisoned. He did not like the idea of Tash being the first to potentially be poisoned, but he had also learned not to argue customs with the people of the desert, particularly the women, who he was learning were very strong willed.
"Thank you, Tash," Aaron said. She smiled and nodded, then looked over at Lexi's unconscious form.
"Would you like me to tend to her?" Tash glanced at Kasha then back at Aaron. "I am sure you must have many important things to talk about. If you wish privacy, I will not listen."
"It's fine, Tash," Aaron said. "If you would like to help with Lexi, then I would be grateful. I should ask though, will you require another copper coin?"
"No," Tash said. "While the glorious champion and king of the arena is here in this room, I will not require payment of any kind. It is my honor to provide for your comfort, great Kasha."
"You are very well mannered," Kasha said. "Tash, is it?"
"Thank you, yes."
"You are an interesting child. Do you aspire to fight in the circles?"
"Yes, I do."
Kasha stepped toward Tash then took her chin in her hand and looked directly into her eyes.
"Fascinating," she said then she let go of the girl's face and turned to Aaron. "You have an interesting habit of drawing people to you, even though you continue to take great pains to remain hidden. The twisted lines of power that surrounded you before, was it some sort of punishment set upon you by the mages of your land?"
"I still don't understand how you could see the ward," Aaron said. "You said the Ansari can see such things. Does that mean you are a mage?
"No," Kasha said with a laugh. "I am not what you would call a mage. I am Ansari."
"I would really like to know what that means," Aaron said.
"Soon," she told him. "We will walk the sands, and there you may come to know Ansari. My people will surely wish to know you."
"I cannot leave until this girl, Lexi has recovered," Aaron told her.
Kasha turned and looked at the unconscious lizard girl for a moment.
"I am curious. Do you wish to mate with her?" she asked.
Tash had gone to the bedside and was soaking the cloth that had been on Lexi's forehead in the fresh basin of water, but she glanced over at Kasha with red cheeks at the woman's question. Aaron's face flushed red as well.
"No," he said, frowning with frustration. 
Most of his thoughts with regards to anything to do with mating were about Kasha and it was strange that she would suggest such a thing about the lizard girl, though the way she said it, Aaron did not think she sounded jealous. He was not sure what she was trying to say and all he really knew was that he was confused. "I did not even think about such a thing. She is hurt and sick from the potion the traders forced on her, and she needed help, so I helped her. That's all."
"I see," Kasha said. "I understand why you entered the circle and why there is so much unrest among the registers and the traders. The traders use these potions with many fighters, but such arrangements must be entered freely and with very clear agreements. It is not the Ansari way to enslave others. The traders have made a grave offense and the registers may be afraid for having allowed a slave to fight in the circles. You must bring this girl to the desert also. She will be of interest to Ansari."
"If she recovers, I would not force her to go anywhere if she did not want to," Aaron said.
"Of course," Kasha said with a smile, pleased at his words. "You continue to prove to me that I made the right choice at Forsina. It is pleasing to me, to call you husband."
"You are mated?" Tash gasped, then she turned back to the lizard girl and folded the cloth on her forehead, regretting her outburst.
Kasha smiled and took a small sip of her wine then she put it back on the tray.
"Young Tash, that is something that is not yet known, even to Ansari," Kasha said, looking at the girl with a strange expression. "I believe you are trustworthy in such matters, even if there is no coin on offer, which is why I have spoken of this in your presence."
"Yes," Tash said. "Such private matters, my ears do not hear them."
"No," Kasha said. "You hear such things, and you may know them, but you will not speak of them unless I say."
"Yes, Kasha," Tash replied, looking at the woman and meeting her eyes.
"That will be your first test," Kasha said. "If you are to come to the desert, you will need to show yourself to be true of purpose and worthy of trust."
"You would take me to the desert?" Tash blurted out, almost shouting with excitement then she cleared her throat and tilted her head in a small bow. "I would be honored to walk the sands."
"I don't understand," Aaron said. "You want me to go to the desert, to meet the Ansari, and now you want to bring Lexi and Tash as well?"
"Yes," Kasha said. "It is very curious that you have attracted such individuals into your domain, and very fortunate." Kasha stepped closer to Lexi and leaned over and gently touched the lizard girl's cheek. "She is awake now."
"Water," Lexi whispered, her voice small and dry.
Tash jumped to her feet and fetched a cup from the tray, poured some water in it and took a sip then brought it over to the bed. Kasha took the cup and held it to Lexi's dry, cracked lips. She swallowed the cool clear liquid that ran down her throat then coughed and spluttered, spitting it out over her naked chest. She knocked the cup away and it fell to the floor with a clatter. Lexi's eyes were like dark slits, barely open, but the glare in them turned to Kasha, who put her hand on her chest and held her firmly in place. Lexi hissed and slashed at the warrior woman with her sharp fingernails, even cutting her arms and drawing blood, but she could not move. Tash ran and hid behind Aaron, who stepped toward the bed, but he stopped when Kasha spoke.
"It is fine," she said. "Let her rage flow. It is not anger and there are no true thoughts behind this."
"Let me go," Lexi growled. "Give me the water."
"She wants the potion," Aaron said.
"No," Kasha told her. "You do not need it. I can feel how strong you are, but you do not use your power. Do you wish to die?"
"Let me go!" Lexi struggled to get free but she could not move even though Kasha held her down with only one hand.
"I have asked you a simple question," Kasha said. "Do you wish to die? Or do you wish to live?"
"I don't care. Just let me go. Give me the water!"
"Do you wish to die or do you wish to live?" Kasha repeated, and her eyes flashed golden for a brief moment. 
Lexi stopped thrashing and stared at her, defiant at first, but her aggression began to fade and her lips quivered. She slumped back onto the bed and looked away from Kasha's eyes and stared up at the ceiling.
"I don't know," she said, and blue liquid tears gathered in the corners of her eyes and ran slowly down the sides of her face.
"That is an honest answer," Kasha said and she lifted her hand from Lexi's chest. He touched her finger to one of Lexi's tears and tasted it then spat on the floor as she turned to Aaron and Tash, who were looking on. "This is a very powerful magic, see how the poison runs from her." She looked back to Lexi. "There is much of it within her, too much, I fear, for her to expel and she will die if the poison is not taken from her body."
"How?" Aaron asked. "The healers said they could do no more. Do you know of another way?"
"I do," Kasha said, tasting the poison tears that lingered on her tongue. "It is possible but I am unable to do such at thing at this moment, but perhaps there is another way."
"If there is, then it is worth trying, " Aaron said.
"It is not without risk," Kasha told him. "You have magic, that much I can see, and you have enough knowledge to work with lines of power the mages use so it is possible that I might teach you this. It will mean taking some of the poison into you, but you are strong, and you may be able to burn it with your fire, though you must be careful not to use too much of your power."
"Show me," Aaron said.
"Come, then," Kasha said. "Rest your hand upon mine."
Aaron did as she asked and Kasha placed her hand upon Lexi's chest once again. Aaron was surprised to feel the hum of power in Kasha's hand, something he had not felt when they had been together in Forsina. Kasha was a greater mystery that he had imagined and he wondered what else about her remained hidden beneath her surface.
"What do I do now?" Aaron asked.
"I will draw the poison into my hand and you will draw it into yours. It is an elemental power of water, which you possess though I can see you have little experience with it. It is overpowered by the elemental fire that burns very brightly within you, so you must try to look past the flames and find that power instead." Kasha thought about how best to explain. "Think of the steam that rises from a kettle or a boiling pot that has already been moved away from the fire. Feel the heat of the water as it becomes one with the air. Now, do you feel the warmth of my hand, the blood in my veins, the sweat that rises from my skin?"
Aaron had closed his eyes and he listened to Kasha's words, letting the sound of her voice guide him as he reached out with his thoughts and his power, feeling the raging fire flare within him, but looking past it, letting it subside, focusing on the things she described.
"I feel it," Aaron told her.
"Now take the water that has risen from my skin and now wets the palm of your hand and allow it to flow into you. Draw it in gently."
Aaron focused on her hand and felt the wetness that had gathered between them and he drew upon his power, opening a flow that pulled her sweat into the skin of his palm.
"Gently," Kasha said in a low voice. Aaron realized he was pulling too hard and tasted the iron of her blood as his power drew more than just water from her skin. He slowed his breathing and let go of all but a little of his power. "That is better."
"Did I hurt you?" Aaron asked.
"Only a little and I can heal that very easily. Shall we continue?"
"Yes," Aaron said.
"It may be confusing when the poison enters you. You will feel its effects. It will affect your thoughts and it will make you want it. Remain steady and calm."
"I will," Aaron said.
"Then let it flow a little more."
Aaron increased his power slightly and tasted a hint of iron again and he backed it off a touch, realizing that he had found the threshold of how much power was helpful and how much would be harmful. He felt Kasha's power begin to hum in unison with his own and a moment later he tasted it, the sweet cool blue of the poison. He recognized it at once, having tasted it on the tip of his finger when the healers had been trying to wean Lexi from it. This was stronger, more concentrated, almost like a syrup and Aaron wondered how much of the potion the traders had given the lizard girl, but his thoughts were interrupted when he felt its power run through his body and gather behind his eyes. The world shifted to a bluish tint and Aaron felt the elation of the potion, the rejuvenating sensation it gave and he felt its soporific effect begin to cloud his mind.
"Very good," Kasha said. "Now touch your fire, but only a little, just like you did with the water."
Aaron reached for the river of fire that burned within him and tried to gather only the smallest amount. It was difficult since the fire wanted to flow within him and it burned so brightly it was nearly blinding to his thoughts, but he pushed it back and allowed only the smallest stream to flow to the surface.
"Send the fire to the blue of the potion that flows within you," she said and Aaron did as she instructed and he felt the poison begin to burn away. He suddenly felt angry and wanted to let go of his fire and float upon the glowing blue ocean that had infected his mind but he heard Kasha's voice cut through his thoughts. "Do not stop burning the blue." 
Her voice resounded in his mind and he realized she had not spoken aloud. It was similar to his magical conversations with Ariana, though tinted with warmer colors and a powerful sensuality that was far beyond anything he had shared with the princess. He refocused himself on the fire and the blue liquid that now began to burn away as he continued to draw the poison from Kasha's hand. After a short time, Aaron began to feel nauseous and his body started to ache as though he was bruised everywhere, even in his bones, and he began to wonder how much more of the feeling he could take. 
"It is enough," Kasha said, finally. She could tell that Aaron was nearly overcome by the strain and the effects of the poison. "Take no more of the blue, but burn the rest of it that flows within you."
Aaron did what she told him and he felt almost a sense of longing as he stopped taking the blue liquid that flowed from Lexi through Kasha's hand and into his. He focused on burning the rest of it from his body and his vision began to clear again as the blue tint faded, but he became dizzy and felt his stomach begin to turn. Unable to take it anymore, Aaron rose from the side of the bed and ran over to the corner of the room as the bile rose in his throat. He felt his stomach churn, violently now, and he bent over and vomited on the floor. Thick, black liquid that was almost like tar spewed from his mouth and spattered into a pool on the floor. It tasted sickly sweet upon his tongue and Aaron spit the rest of it out but its cloying scent clung to the insides of his mouth and permeated his nose.
Disoriented, he began to crawl toward the tray, gasping for water but Tash was already there and she brought a cup to his lips. Aaron took the clean liquid into his mouth, swirled it around then turned to the side and spat it on the floor. The dizziness began to fade and he took the cup from the girl and rinsed his mouth out again.
"Thank you, Tash," he said and rose to his feet. He saw Kasha sitting at the edge of the bed where Lexi lay with her eyes still closed, but he could tell that she was breathing more peacefully now.
"She sleeps," she told him. "Much of the poison still flows within her, but we have taken enough of it that her body will deal with what remains. It will not be easy for her until all of it is gone, which will take some time."
"We can take more," Aaron said, eager to taste the blue once more even though his stomach turned at the though of it and he was surprised at how powerful its effect was. Still, it would be better if they could completely heal the girl. "Why not remove it all?"
"The risk it too great," Kasha told him. "Though you have burned it with your fire, you will feel the effects of the potion. Any more and you will face the same struggle that she does. This girl is very strong, and her body is far more resistant to the liquid than yours. I think that is why they gave her so much of it."
"Kasha," Aaron said, seeing the wisdom on her face and knowing that she spoke the truth. "Thank you for helping her."
"I have been but a guide in this," Kasha said. "You are the one who has helped her. It is curious that you would do such a thing, but I have glimpsed a little of your mind and I know there is much about you that I do not understand."
"There is much about me that I don't even understand," Aaron said.
"In the desert you will learn many things," she told him. "I think you will come to know Ansari."
"When the girl wakes and is able to rise," Aaron said. "Then I will go with you. If she wishes, she can come as well, but I will not force her, not after what has been done to her by those Ansari traders."
"Those traders are not Ansari," Kasha said, her voice sharpening slightly. "They are desert people, they are of the desert, of Ansara, but they are not Ansari. You will know the difference when you know Ansari."
"I hope so," Aaron said.
Kasha smiled at him, aware of the immense power that flowed within him, and she wondered what her people might think of him. Aaron was powerful and she could tell that his heart was truly honorable, a good choice for a husband in many ways, but she also glimpsed a sliver of darkness deep within him that worried her, and she hoped that the truth of Ansari would help him understand who he truly was, that he would not be a threat to the world. And she hoped that her people would also understand this and help him, though she also knew that they might not see things as she did, and that possibility concerned her deeply.



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
The dusty smell of hay filled his nostrils and he felt the tickle of a twig of the dry grass and snorted, sneezing it out with a puff of smoke. Borrican opened his eyes in a panic, worried that something might be on fire and leapt to his feet, bashing his head on one of the heavy wooden beams inside the barn. He looked around and everything seemed small, the empty stalls for the horses, the farm tool leaned against the far wall, it all looked as though it were made for tiny people like the mythical fae folk his mother had told him stories about when he was a child. Borrican blinked and took a deep breath, focusing his thoughts, and he realized that it was not the barn that was small, but it was he, who was large, much larger than a man. He was still a dragon.
The memories of the battle, the death of his uncle and father, his fight with Cerric and his escape into the night, flooded into his mind and the fire within him smoldered with anger and frustration. Through the cracks between the rough hewn boards of the barn walls, Borrican could see that the sun had risen and he lumbered forward, pushed open the doors and stepped out into the light of the day. The bright sun blinded him for a moment with the intensity of his sharpened senses and he could hear countless sounds and smell numerous scents in the air. Small animals cowered in the nearby grasses and the sound of feathered wings of birds faded as they fled from the monstrous predator that had suddenly appeared on the abandoned farm.
Borrican realized how conspicuous he was in dragon form and thought it might be best if he changed back to being a man, but he was not sure exactly how to do it. He sat down in the yard outside the farmhouse and closed his eyes, remembering how he had turned into a dragon, letting his anger and fire fill him to the brim. Perhaps if he did the opposite, he might change back. Borrican breathed deeply, focusing on calming the flames that smoldered deep within him and he pictured himself transforming into his old self. A few moments later, he opened his eyes and saw his shadow, cast on the ground before him, still in the shape of dragon. Frustrated, he shuffled his clawed feet beneath him and tried again, this time determined that he should succeed. He pictured himself standing in the yard of the farm, his skin smooth with no scales, his fingers long and thin with no claws, just fingernails, like a normal person, like he had always been, but the fire still burned deep within him. Borrican knew it was not going to work. He was stuck in dragon form.
"Damn," he cursed, or at least that was what he meant to say, but it came out as a growl. At least that was what he heard. He tried to say a few more words. "I am Borrican Akandar, Prince of Kandara." Again, the thoughts and words he meant to say came out as snarling growls and roaring bellows. Borrican was frustrated. His father and uncle had been able to speak when they were in their changed forms. Borrican even remembered speaking the night before, when he had fought Cerric, and when he had yelled at his brother. Borrican knew something was wrong, but he was distracted from his worries by movement.
A flight of small birds that had been hiding in a stand of trees nearby, startled by the sounds of a dragon growling, flitted away to another group of trees further away. Borrican heard each of them, their tiny wings beating the air, tiny morsels that might make for a snack. His stomach rumbled and he realized he was very hungry. Without even thinking, Borrican leapt into the air and with a few powerful flaps of his wings, he was soaring skyward, scanning the ground for prey. He flew past a few farms, which were uninhabited except for a few chickens, and made his way toward a dense forest that spread out toward the foothills and the mountain ranges that surrounded most of Kandara. 
Through the foliage below, he spotted several deer and he picked out a sizeable one and tucked his wings in tight to his heavy, scaled body, diving from the sky. The trees snapped like twigs as he tore through them, coming down directly on top of the deer and grabbing it with the claws of his feet, killing it in an instant. Borrican leapt with his powerful legs, up over the trees and beat his wings, flying away with the deer limp in his grasp. He saw a clearing ahead and dropped from the sky once more, spreading his wings to slow his descent and coming to a landing. Within moments, he had torn the head off the animal with one of his sharp claws and he picked up the rest of it and stuffed it into his mouth. His powerful jaw crushed the bones and flesh between his teeth and blood dripped from the corners of his mouth as he chewed the deer to pieces. He swallowed the mass of meat, fur and bones and licked the blood from his face, snorting with satisfaction. It was only after his hunger had subsided that Borrican realized what he had done.
It was not so much that he had eaten a deer, since he had certainly hunted game many a time and enjoyed many a feast, but the fact that he had killed the animal without even realizing he was doing it. His hunger had overwhelmed his senses and the dragon part of him had taken over. Borrican worried that it might get worse, the longer he remained in this form, the more he might lose himself to the dragon. He would have to find a way to change back, and soon, but first he was determined to find out if Ariana and the people of Kandara had managed to escape the city. He leapt skyward again and angled toward the mountain range that ran westward from the capital city, searching for any signs of his people, hoping they had made it to safety.
*****
 
The trees of the forest whispered that someone was coming and Ariana held up her hand, signaling a halt. The countless murmurs and voices from the long train of people behind her on the mountain path made it somewhat pointless to try to maintain any kind of stealth. Still, she thought, it would not do to attract unnecessary attention in case Cerric had sent scouts out to look for them. No doubt he would have noticed that so many of the people had escaped the city. Ariana slid her mask to the side of her face and looked at the mass of people who now stood waiting on the trail among the evergreens, clutching their most precious belongings, worried what might happen next. 
The trees whispered a note of reassurance, that whomever or whatever was approaching was not a danger and, a few moments later, Quenta and a large group of elves emerged from the forest, accompanied by a force of Maramyrian soldiers, some on horseback, some on foot. Ariana was pleased to see some familiar faces, Nathas and Kaleb among them and, with Keira and Margo on either side of her, she walked out to greet them.
"Quenta, Nathas, Kaleb," she said. "I am glad to see you have made it to safety.
"Ariana," Quenta said from behind his mask. "This battle was lost before it was begun. The traitor, young King Elric, has given away that which his people fought for, and betrayed his house, his honor and those of us who came to the aid of this land. It was a mistake for us to become involved in this."
"I don't know, Quenta," Kaleb said. "I suspect that all of these people here might be fairly grateful to the elves for all their help."
"And what of these people?" Quenta asked, looking at the countless Kandarans who filled the mountain trail. He shifted his gaze to Ariana, staring at her intently from behind his mask. "What will you do now?"
"Their land has been taken and it is no longer safe for them," Ariana said. "We must give them refuge."
"We must?" Quenta's tone was skeptical, and almost hostile.
"It is the right thing to do," Ariana said. "It is the honorable thing to do."
"We shall see," Quenta said. "I have seen enough of Kandaran honor to place little trust in it. They seem to me a cowardly people."
"They are a peaceful people, Quenta. They have lived under the protection of their lords. You saw how powerful they were."
"And yet most of them are dead."
Nathas and Kaleb shared a look and it was obvious that they wanted to intercede, but they knew it was not their place to challenge the words of the elven prince, though their young queen, appeared to be holding her own.
"Do not make light of their sacrifices, Quenta," Ariana said sharply. "They died bravely, defending the honor of their people, as you should hope to do someday."
Quenta did not miss the insult and Ariana wondered if she should have added that last part. She had hoped to build a bridge with her cousin, some agreement of mutual respect, though anything more than that seemed unlikely. It would not help their relations to provoke him, but she had to stand up to him. Hopefully they would not stand at odds over every issue.
"Do what you must, Ariana," Quenta told her. "We will discuss this matter at Elvanar. I will ride ahead and bring word to the court of your proposal."
Ariana cursed inwardly. Quenta was counting on her to remain behind to lead the people to safety, while he would arrive at Elvanar before her and have ample time to tell the story from his perspective and build a consensus against her among the people and the members of the elven court.
"I will accompany you then," Ariana said. "While it would be the honorable thing to escort these people safely to our border, there is a practical value in making arrangements with our people ahead of their arrival."
Quenta stared at her from behind the mask, saying nothing for a moment.
"You are wiser than you seem," Quenta told her. "We will stay and guard this procession from whatever dangers may still lurk in the shadows."
Ariana enjoyed a moment of jubilation over her small victory, but such feelings were cut short by a fearful warning from the trees. Quenta and the other elven warriors heard it as well and they drew their swords, ready for an attack. A moment later a shadow passed over them and, overhead, they saw the great wings of a dragon, circling around then swooping down toward the trail. The ground rumbled from its weight as the beast folded its wings just above the treetops and dropped the last distance to the trail ahead.
"It is all right," Ariana said. "It is Borrican, the prince of Kandara."
The dragon stood upon the trail, almost filling the space between the trees on either side of it, staring at the elves, the soldiers and the many people behind them. Ariana walked forward, with Margo and Keira following, but she raised her hand and bid them stay. The two warriors fell back. They had both seen Borrican's uncle and father in their different forms, fighting for Kandara and they were less fearful than the rest of the people. Still, even though Borrican was not as large as his father had been as a dragon, his size was nonetheless intimidating and he looked far more dangerous.
Borrican saw Ariana walking toward him and he fought the many feelings that flooded into his mind. He was relieved to see that so many of his people had made it safely out of the city, and that they were accompanied by so many with sharp steel, who would guard them. The knowledge that they were in good hands allowed him to let go of those worries, but in doing so, he felt himself succumbing to his dragon self, which was becoming ever more consumed with the fire that burned deep within him. He scented the fear from the people, those he was sworn to protect, and he scented the antagonism from the Elves, who he knew did not like him. More powerful upon his senses was her scent, sweet and intoxicating, stirring up feelings that threatened to overwhelm him. He took a step back, fighting for control over his dragon self, which became that much harder with every step she took nearer to him.
Ariana saw him step away and looked up at him, past the gloss black armor of his scales and the ridged leather of his skin stretched tight over powerful muscle, past the razor sharp claws and leathery wings, and past the jagged fangs that protruded from the dragon mouth, to his reptilian eyes that stared at her. She felt a power rise within her and recognized the feeling of the gift Borrican's father had entrusted to her. It was like the slow burning coals in the forge of a smithy brought to life by the press of the bellows. It was a power to which she was still growing accustomed and she felt it call out to the dragon, with a primal heat that made her skin flush and her breathing deepen.
"Ariana," Borrican said, trying to speak, but he could tell that his words came out as a growl from his dragon mouth. 
"Borrican," Ariana replied. "You are safe. I feared for you, that Cerric might have harmed you."
Borrican was not sure if she could understand him or if she was merely speaking.
"Can you hear my words?" he asked.
"No," Ariana said then paused to think for a moment. "I can hear your thoughts. Why can you not speak?" It was strange that she knew the sounds coming from his mouth were guttural growls yet she could hear his voice clearly in her mind. 
"I do not know, but I do not have much time. I awoke this day trapped in this form and with every passing moment, I become less myself and more of a beast. I must not stay here. I fear what I might do if I lose myself completely."
"No, Borrican," Ariana said. "You must stay with me. We can find a solution together. Perhaps the elves might know some way to help you." She walked toward him.
"No, Ariana," Borrican said, lowering his head to look at her. "My time is short. Thank you for saving my people. Please tell the elves and your commanders that the House of Akandra and the land of Kandara is in their debt. I must leave now for I can smell the fear and sense the hatred coming from them and it stirs the thoughts of the beast, making we want to attack, which I do not wish to do. I am a danger to you and to everyone here, and I would not put you, or our people and our allies in such danger. I never wish to harm you."
"Fight those thoughts, Borrican," Ariana said, taking another step closer, so close that she could almost reach out and touch his horned and scaled dragon face. She wanted to touch him and she raised her hand, but Borrican flinched and shuffled away, just out of her reach.
"I am fighting," he yelled angrily, his emotions growing hotter.
Keira and Margo gripped their weapons ready to spring forward as the dragon roared angrily at Ariana, its sharp teeth barely an arm's length from her. They could tell from Ariana's words that she was able to speak with Borrican, but they could not understand what he was saying, but his posture toward the princess looked truly menacing.
"You spent time with his uncle," Keira said.
"Only recently," Margo told her. "We met during a battle some days ago."
"I sense that something is different about Borrican, compared with his uncle and father. I did not have this feeling of threat as I do now."
"It is true," Margo said. "Something is wrong."
"If he turns on her, we must do what we can to defend her."
"Agreed. I do not think he would. Boric told me his nephew is in love with her. He was hoping they would marry."
"Such a thing would shatter more than a few masks at the elven court," Keira said. "I cannot imagine it, even a half-elf and a dragon, let alone a member of the House of Solari."
"Do your people hate dragons?" Margo asked.
"It is not hatred," Keira said, though she wondered if some of her people might allow their apprehension to become thus. "They are creatures of fire, and we are of the forest."
"I see your point," Margo said. "Here come the rest of your people."
 Margo gestured over her shoulder at Quenta and a number of the elven warriors who were now approaching, along with Nathas and Kaleb, all of them with their swords drawn, ready to attack. Borrican roared again and smoke billowed around Ariana as she stood firm in front of his seeming rage. Keira and Margo were both surprised when the princess reached out a hand toward him and the dragon pulled away while snapping his jaws as though he might attack. Borrican lifted his great, horned head up to the sky and bellowed, his thunderous roar shaking the trees. He turned back to Ariana and the look in his eyes was predatory and dangerous. The two warrior women ran forward, to defend the princess, but the dragon flexed his powerful legs then leapt into the sky, and with a few powerful strokes of his wings, he ascended over the treetops and was gone.
"Squirrel," Keira said, arriving at Ariana's side only a moment faster than Margo. "Are you harmed?"
Ariana turned slowly and the two women saw the tears in her eyes.
"He is afraid," she said. "He is afraid of hurting us, of hurting me, so he has fled."
"Why would he hurt you?" Margo asked.
"He cannot change back and his dragon essence consumes him," Ariana explained. She slid her mask over to cover her face as the rest of the soldiers gathered around her. "Borrican struggles with his dragon form and does not wish to put anyone here at risk. The prince of Kandara asked me to thank you for defending his people and acknowledges the debt to the kingdoms of Elvanar and Maramyr for their aid."
"You could understand him?" Nathas asked.
"Yes," Ariana said. "King Eric, gifted me with that power before he died. It seems that I am the only one who can hear his words now, but Borrican has sent himself into exile, to spare us."
"But will he return?" Quenta asked. "If the dragon takes over completely, will we have to contend with his as an enemy?"
"I do not know the future," Ariana said, " but Borrican is gone and he intends to put as much distance between himself and those he cares about, to ensure such a thing will not happen."
"Then we had best get moving," Kaleb suggested. "I don't claim to know what he is going through, but if Borrican thinks he is dangerous, then I am inclined to believe him."
"Agreed," Quenta said and turned away from Ariana, whose tearful eyes he found disgusting. Why anyone would feel a moment of sorrow over a fire breathing beast, was beyond him, and he decided that if the dragon dared come anywhere near the elven forests, he would dispatch the creature without hesitation, regardless of whatever feelings his weakling of a cousin might have.
*****
 
Borrican soared high into the sky over the foothills that butted up against the mountains. He knew he could not head west, for that would bring him to the land of the elves, where Ariana was leading his people. He thought about flying east, to the lands of Xalla, where he could at least retaliate against those who had attacked his kingdom, but he knew that even in such a place, there would likely still be many innocent people who would suffer. No, the only direction he could think of that might offer him some solitude was north, over the mountains and into the frozen wastes, where few had dared travel and none had ever returned.
He was about to fly higher up into the mountains when his sharp eyes spotted a sizeable force of soldiers on horseback, riding fast along the path to the west, the same path that Ariana was leading his people. Borrican knew that the mounted force would soon catch up to the large group, who were on foot. At least his people had the elven warriors to protect them, along with the Maramyrians and the handful of Kandaran guards he had noticed when he had spoken with Ariana. Even so, they would be hard pressed to defend the people against a force as large as this and there would undoubtedly be casualties among the innocent. 
He scanned the soldiers more closely and noticed that they carried with them several large crossbows, loaded with barbed metal spikes, similar to those that had been used against his uncle and his father. They were smaller, but Borrican knew the point of them was not to kill a dragon, but to slow him down, force him to the ground and restrict his movements. He had also noticed that the greater his emotions, especially his anger, the more his dragon self took over and he did not want to risk an all out battle. Still, he could at least thin their numbers somewhat, so he sucked in some air and swallowed it down into the fiery part of his stomach and felt the flames begin to build within him. 
Borrican gathered speed, flying fast toward the line of men and horses and ducked in over the trees to the trail, heading straight for them. Before they could react, he was upon them, crashing his powerful feet through their ranks and slashing at them as he slid along the trail, knocking them from their horses and killing man and beast alike. His momentum nearly gone, Borrican kicked the ground and sent himself back into the air then circled around, surveying the damage. He could see that a few of the soldiers were readying their oversized crossbows, hoping to draw him in, but he would deny them that opportunity. He dove straight for them again and released a great blast of fire down the length of the trail, scorching the soldiers and burning the weapons from their hands, then with a few powerful beats of his wings, he flew away without even so much as a glance back in their direction. He could do no more and he hoped he had done enough. 
He flew higher up into the western mountains keeping his distance from the city of Kandara as he passed. Even at such a distance, his keen dragon senses told him the Cerric was there, his dark, malevolent power radiating across the land and, mixed with the black smoke of the fires that still burned in the battlefield, and the putrid scent of the thousands who had died, he could smell the unnatural stench of those who were also dead but still marched at their evil king's command. Struggling against his fury, as much as Borrican wanted to fight the god-king, he already knew how futile it would be. He had to figure out how to control himself and become stronger if there was any chance that he would to be able to win back Kandara. Whatever happened, he decided to keep the thought of killing Cerric at the front of his mind, hoping that if he did lose himself to the dragon, that the beast he would become might at least accomplish that one thing.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Black smoke filtered through the city from the fires that still burned outside the walls. The smell of burning flesh and rotting corpses struck fear into the Kandaran people who had remained in the city and they meekly obeyed the soldiers with the pale flesh and grey eyes as they herded them into the open spaces of the city. Cerric had ordered that their numbers be counted and that they be interrogated about what skills they might have that could prove useful to the kingdom. Their labor was divided into four groups; labor for the mines, labor for the farms, labor for the city, and servants for the lords that would rule over them all. Children of less than five years of age were to stay with their mothers, unless the women were bound for the mines, and those who had reached their sixth year or older were treated no differently than anyone else. Once the decision was made which group they belonged to, the people were branded on the top of their hands with a hot iron.
A few of the soldiers had been overheard joking about the fourth group and word had spread quickly through the crowds that, even though the servant positions sounded like they would be the easiest, the men and women were being chosen more for their use as objects of pleasure than any skills they might have. Some, who heard about what was intended for them had even taken to disfiguring themselves in the hopes that they would no longer be considered attractive, and the rest, powerless and unable to comprehend how their world had changed, resigned themselves to their fate and became quiet, letting go of whatever hopes and dreams they might have had, becoming as dead inside as they corpse soldiers who pushed them along the lines toward the bleak future that awaited them.
Calexis walked through the halls of the palace and the sharp clicks of her heels signaled to the various guards that she was in a foul mood. She had hoped to spend some time with Cerric, celebrating the victory over Kandara, but he had all but ignored her since they had entered the city the night before. Through the night, his dead soldiers had searched the palace from top to bottom, looking through every room for weapons of every kind, which were brought into the expansive throne room and laid out for Cerric to see. When Calexis had looked in on him, he was in the middle of beating the young Kandaran king, Elric, demanding to know where the royal treasure was kept. The boy wept openly, pleading for Cerric to honor his agreement and spare his people if he told him what he wanted to know. Cerric was already angry that a number of the Kandarans and their defenders had escaped and it was not long before Elric revealed both the location of the treasure room and the passage behind the throne, which led to a vast underground cavern that the people had undoubtedly used to escape.
Calexis had laughed when Cerric accused the young Kandaran of betraying him, but it served to remind her of how quickly Cerric broke his own agreements when they were no longer convenient. He was powerful, far more powerful than she, and though that was what excited her and inspired heat within her, it also made her resentful and distrustful. Calexis knew that he would surely cast her aside if he grew tired of the pleasure she gave him and if she displeased him, she suspected he might do more than that. Neither his dismissal nor his displeasure was something Calexis desired, but the part of her that had admired Cerric was slowly turning to fear and frustration.
Cerric had left her son, Draxis, to die in the battlefield without so much as a thought, and even though some small part of her wanted to search for him and hoped that he lived, she could not let Cerric see a moment of weakness in her. No, she had made her choice and she had a god for a husband, one whose power brought her immense pleasure and, she hoped she could gain some of his power through the same magic she had used to gain the power of the Darga. She merely needed his seed to take hold within her so she could grow another child and she could tell that her body was ready now, but despite her attempts at seduction, Cerric was not being particularly cooperative.
The guards told her that Cerric was down in the cavern behind the throne room with strict instructions that no one be admitted. Calexis interrogated a few guards who had not been turned into walking corpses and she learned that Cerric had found what he had been looking for. Among the countless valuables in the treasure room that Elric had revealed were a number of weapons, each of them with jewels embedded in them and fashioned out of some kind of mixture of steel and a rare metal called silvergold. In Cerric's excitement at the discovery of the weapons, he had spoken aloud in front of the guards, who neither understood nor cared about their significance, but Calexis was very much intrigued, especially considering the way her husband had treated the sword he had taken from Elric, almost with a kind of reverie.
She entered the throne room and saw two corpse guards and the back of the chamber, guarding the entrance of the passage that led down to the cavern where Cerric was busy indulging his latest obsession. She had already tried to order them to let her pass earlier, but they were under Cerric's control and had denied her entry to the cavern. It did not matter, for she had other plans. Luckily, the Kandaran throne was fairly large and blocked the guards from seeing her as she walked up and down the rows of weapons that had been laid out through the room. She knew that Cerric had not yet inspected the entire collection of swords, axes, daggers and other implements of war, having found a cache of the special weapons in the royal treasury. 
She looked over the endless rows of sharpened steel that had been fashioned into a variety of forms, thicknesses and lengths, some in scabbards and many simply naked blades. A good number of them were exquisitely made, and some were even richly adorned with precious jewels and beautifully engraved, but all of them appeared to be normal weapons. Out of idle curiosity, she picked up a pair of slightly curved short swords that caught her eye. A matching set, they were beautiful to look at, simple yet elegant. Calexis set them aside and continued looking through the weapons and then she saw something. Mixed among a pile of daggers that had been spilled onto the floor was an open blade that looked different from the others. The steel was bluish grey but when Calexis moved, she noticed a shift in its color to something more golden. She glanced over at the guards and could see that they were watching her, which likely meant that Cerric could see her as well. 
She crouched down and reached for a different dagger, which lay beneath the one she had noticed. It was far more ornate, the sort of thing that one might expect her to find interesting. As she picked it up, she also picked up the other one and hid it on the underside of her wrist, while holding the first dagger out, visible for the guards to see. Making a show of it, she slid the blade from its sheath and held it out in front of her, keeping the other dagger facing away from the guards. She turned to look at them and saw that they were watching her closely.
"What do you think of this weapon?" she asked. "Is it fit for a queen?"
"What need do you have of a weapon?" asked one of the soldiers, though he spoke with Cerric's voice.
"I find them pretty," she said. "It is only fitting that my warrior husband have a warrior queen at his side. I do know how to use a blade, my dear."
"Of course," Cerric said and he laughed through the dead soldier. "If it suits your fancy, then do as you will."
Calexis pouted visibly.
"I would rather have my husband join me to celebrate his victory," she said. "His demonstration of power has set my heart alight and my body aches to feel him inside me at the thought of it." Even though she was play acting the petulant wife, at least that part was not a lie. Her hunger for him was insatiable.
"Soon enough, my dear. Perhaps you might pick out a Kandaran slave to satiate yourself in the meantime. I would not want my dear wife to feel neglected."
"Nonsense!" Calexis hissed, sliding the dagger back into its sheath. "I am a queen. I do not bed servants or slaves."
"Then you may await my pleasure," Cerric replied, then he was gone and the soldier returned to his former self.
Calexis frowned, irritated by how dismissive he was toward her. Perhaps she would take a few slaves to her bed, or one of Cerric's generals. That would serve him right, but she would have to wait. It would not do for the wrong seed to take hold in her womb. 
She stepped back from the rows of weapons, using the throne to block the view of the soldiers and she lifted the skirt of her dress and strapped the ornate dagger to her leg, then she tucked the other blade into the strap before tightening it, doing so carefully so she would not cut herself. She dropped her skirt and stepped over to the two short swords she had selected earlier and picked them up as well. She held them up for the soldiers to see.
"I am taking these as well," she said.
"As you wish, milady," said the soldier, with his own voice this time. 
Calexis turned and, with as sword in each hand, she strode from the room, passing the two generals, Mirdel and Berant, as they entered. She glanced at them and decided that if she were to bed either of them it would certainly not be the puffy faced, overweight Mirdel. Berant, on the other hand, though he was not a young man, looked as though he kept his body strong, and, as she continued down the hall, away from the throne room, she wondered how difficult it might be to seduce the man.
*****
 
In the cavern, Cerric picked up a sword from the row of weapons that lay on the top of a heavy wooden table and turned back to the row of prisoners who were chained, blindfolded and kneeling on the dirt floor. It was fortunate that the cavern was so large, for the row was quite large, with several dozen kneeling and half again that number laying dead in pools of blood the ground, some with their heads removed. Cerric held up the sword and looked at the large, clear yellow jewels that were set on either side of its crosspiece then he walked down the line to the next subject. He looked at the man, who knelt before him, a sturdily built Kandaran soldier with powerful arms and a strong back and he thought about how he wanted such strength to add to his own. With one powerful cut of the blade, Cerric took the man's head clean off his body and he felt the sword hum with energy as it absorbed the soldier's life force then channeled it into him. Compared to his own strength, it was a small amount of power, but Cerric enjoyed the pleasurable rush of it and he knew he was that much more powerful than he had been only moments ago.
He tossed the bloodied blade on the table, pleased that it, like the others, was a weapon of power. The god within him had learned of the existence of such weapons long ago, but had never had the good fortune of laying hands on one, let alone a collection of them. If only he had possessed weapons such as these before, he would certainly have done things differently when he had tricked the other gods. It would certainly have made his existence less difficult and certainly less distracting from the conflicting thoughts that echoed in his mind. Cerric realized he was thinking not as himself, but as the god, and he pushed his own thoughts to the fore, determined that he should be in control. He felt the god retreat into the shadows once more. He looked up at the long, stone staircase that led from the throne room and saw Duke Mirdel and Lord Berant, his two Generals, making their way down to the cavern floor.
Cerric walked over to a shorter line of prisoners, elves that had been captured during the battle. They were bound more securely than the others and they were gagged and blindfolded as well, though their masks had been removed. How upsetting it must be for them to have their sight and speech denied yet to have their faces on display. Cerric laughed at their plight, though he was curious what effects the power of an elf might have if he killed one with a godsword. Since Mirdel and Berant were in need of a demonstration, he decided there was no point in waiting and he pulled the blade he had taken from the Kandaran boy king and swung it through the neck of one of the elves. 
The rush of power was much stronger than when he had killed the soldiers. Instead of merely physical strength and energy, he felt the elven magic flow into him with the scent of trees and grass, the power of nature. Cerric found the sensation mildly irritating, similar to the experience of eating spoiled vegetables. He wiped off his sword on the body of the slain elf and slid it back in its scabbard then turned to greet his generals.
"Mirdel, Berant," Cerric said. "Good of you to join me."
"We have come at your command, your highness." Mirdel said with a deep bow. "How may we be of service?"
"Did you find the Darga warriors?" Cerric asked.
"We tracked them to the east. It appears they have claimed Kaledra's castle as their own," Berant told him.
"How very presumptuous," Cerric commented. "As rude as they are, the Darga are ambitious in their quest for power. That is something about them I can respect, though I do not take kindly to them seeking what is mine."
"Understandable, my lord," Mirdel agreed and Cerric heard the slight slur in his voice. He could smell the sweet sour scent of wine from the man, and it was clear that Mirdel had overindulged once again. 
"And who leads them?" Cerric asked.
"A Darga by the name of Meznak," Berant said. "He was offered safe passage as you instructed and a messenger arrived a short while ago informing us that he has arrived at the city."
"Ah yes," Cerric said, shifting his focus to the many eyes of his soldiers throughout the city and he discovered that the Darga in question had already entered the throne room and was waiting for the audience he had been promised. Using his link to the guards, he told them to send the creature down. "He will be with us momentarily, and it should prove interesting." Cerric looked at the bodies on the floor, then at the two men. "Duke Mirdel, Lord Berant, please select one of the weapons from the table. I would like to test a theory."
"Yes, your highness," Berant said, echoed shortly after by Mirdel. The two men each picked up a sword and held them up, each of the blades still red with fresh blood.
"What would you like us to do?"
"I want each of you to pick one of those prisoners in that line there and kill one," Cerric said. "But before you strike, I want you to look at them and think about how strong they are, the power of their muscles, their skill as fighters, the training they must have undergone to become fighting men. Think about those things when you strike."
"You want us to kill them?" Berant asked.
"I said that, did I not? But I don't want you to just strike them. Think about their power when you do it. There is magic to these blades and I would like to see if anyone can use them."
"Think about how powerful they are?" Mirdel said. "They don't look very powerful to me, kneeling on the ground. They look pathetic and weak."
"Mirdel," Cerric said, his eyes half closing in irritation. "They are all fighters, and they are in far better condition than you. You might think about how lean and tough they are compared with how soft and fat you have become. Do you not wish you were a younger, stronger, more virile man?"
Mirdel took the insult from Cerric, since he knew he was entirely at the god-king's mercy, but his cheeks flushed red with anger. He looked at the kneeling soldiers and realized that as much as Cerric's words pierced him, he truly was jealous of the younger, stronger soldiers. Cerric saw the look in his eyes and nodded.
"Pick one," he said. "You want his power, his vigor, his essence."
Mirdel selected one of the prisoners, a lean, muscular man with smooth skin, who reminded him of what he, himself might have looked like long ago, when he was a younger man, and before the years of excessive eating and regular drinking had taken their toll. The soldier was blindfolded, but Mirdel saw him grit his teeth, hearing him approach and not knowing whether the blade would strike him or one of the other prisoner next to him. The stoic bravery of the man made the duke even more jealous, and without any further hesitation, he stuck the end of the sword into the soldier's chest, piercing his heart. The sword began to vibrate in his grip and a moment later, he felt a strange sensation, almost like the feeling of fine liquor beginning to do its job, except instead of intoxicating him, it did the opposite. Mirdel felt the fog of the wine melt away and the tired pain behind his eyes that he had felt for years faded as well. His body felt stronger and his grip on the sword felt more natural as well.
Cerric smiled as he saw the duke change before his eyes, losing years of age and the softness of decadent living turning to hard muscle. "Now you understand the power of the blade I have given you," he said. Mirdel held up the sword and saw his own reflection between the rivulets of blood that ran down the steel.
"I very much like this sword," he said. "May I keep it, my lord?"
"Of course, Mirdel," Cerric said. "It is a gift." He turned to the other man. "It is your turn, Berant."
"I am not an executioner, Cerric," Berant replied. It was obvious that he found the idea of killing unarmed prisoners distasteful, and he was doing his best to bite his tongue on the matter.
"They are enemy soldiers," Cerric said. "If they had weapons in their hands, they would kill you in an instant."
"I would prefer that."
"You are a stubborn man, Berant," Cerric said. "But you are a skilled commander in the field, so I will forgive your obstinance. Mirdel, I am rewarding you with stewardship over Kandara. You will have all the powers of a king in my absence."
"Your highness," Mirdel said with genuine surprise. "I am honored."
"Kandara is yours," Cerric said and he walked up to the man and placed his hand on his head. "And you are mine."
Mirdel shuddered as Cerric sent his power through him. The sword fell from his hand, landing with a dull clatter on the hard dirt floor and he was frozen in place by the energy that coursed through him. Within a few moments, the duke's eyes had turned milky white and his skin took on an unnatural pallor like the dead soldiers who guarded the throne room and patrolled the streets of the city.
"What have you done to me?" he asked as Cerric released him.
"You are now part of me. I am not merely your king. I am your god, Mirdel. Do you feel any different?"
Mirdel bent down and picked up the sword he had dropped. He flexed his arms and felt his body with his free hand.
"No, my lord. I only feel stronger from the power I took from the soldier, but I can feel something."
"Yes," Cerric said. "That is your connection to me. Your will is your own, unless you should disobey me. You would not consider such a thing, would you?"
"No, my lord," Mirdel said. "I would not."
"Good. Then I will expect that you will achieve great things here in Kandara and I am sure you will enjoy all the benefits befitting a ruler."
"I am most grateful," Mirdel said.
Cerric saw the Darga making his way down the stairs toward them.
"Ah, our faithful Darga has come to share in the spoils of victory," he said as the creature approached.
"King Cerric," he said. "You ask me to come and I am here, Meznak."
"Meznak," Cerric said, smiling at him. "You were second in command to young Draxis."
"Yes."
"And what of Draxis? Does he no longer lead the Darga?"
"Draxis is dead or fled. Darga have not seen him since the battle."
"Then he is either dead or a coward," Cerric said. "Coward do not lead Darga, if I am not mistaken. Only warriors may lead, yes?"
"Only the strongest," Meznak told him.
"And who is now the strongest among the Darga?"
"Many ask this now Draxis is gone. There will be challenges, fights to see who will lead the Darga."
"And will you win these fights?" Cerric asked. "Are you the strongest?"
"Meznak is very strong, but there are stronger. There are not many as smart as Meznak."
"And what if you could be the smartest and the strongest?"
"Meznak would have to kill many Darga to make that true."
Cerric laughed. This Darga was fairly clever, it seemed, and he wondered what the effects would be if he gave the lizard man one of the swords.
"Meznak, I would like to reward you for your bravery in the battle for Kandara," Cerric said then turned and gestured toward the nearby table. "Choose a weapon to your liking."
The Darga looked at the collection that consisted of nearly a dozen swords, along with a pair of oversized hand axes and a halberd. He remembered the Kandaran duke, wielding his giant axe, and at first thought the halberd looked like a good choice. He picked it up and swung hefted its weight but felt it was not as impressive as Boric's great axe. Meznak returned it to the table and picked up the pair of hand axes. These felt right in the grip of his clawed hands.
"I will choose these," he said.
"Very good. Now, to complete the gift, you must blood the blades of your axes. These are prisoners, enemies, those who fought against us." Cerric gestured to the row of prisoners.
"How many do you want killed?"
"For now, just pick one, but I want you to think about how smart the enemy is, and how strong."
"They were not strong," Meznak said. "Compared to Darga, they are very weak."
"Perhaps, but they are not without strength, and these soldiers showed much skill and intelligence in their tactics, even though they faced a stronger force. One might say they were very brave to face our more powerful force."
"This is true," Meznak said. "But their leaders were stupid to fight us."
"That is true," Cerric said with another chuckle, finding the Darga's blunt statements quite humorous. "For now, just think about the solder and how he has strong arms for swinging a weapon and skills in his mind that he learned from many years of training. Pick the smartest and strongest looking soldier from among these here, and take his power."
"Take his power?" Meznak looked at Cerric.
"With your axes," he replied. "They are magical weapons. If you want the power of your enemy, then take it."
Meznak looked at the axes then stepped over to the line of prisoners and selected one at random, for they all looked the same to him.
"Remember," Cerric said. "Think about how smart the enemy is and that even though he is weaker than you, he is still strong and, with a weapon, he can fight and kill, even the Darga."
Meznak remembered the weaker Kandaran soldiers killing some of the Darga warriors, working together against their more powerful foes, blocking and cutting with skill. Cerric was right; though they were not as strong as the Darga, these soldiers were not without bravery or skill. He swung both of his axes, bringing their sharp blades down on either side of the kneeling soldier's neck. Blood gushed as the steel edge severed arteries and Meznak felt something from the weapon. With his Darga eyes, he saw a kind of energy flowing from the dying man into the blades and gathering in the jewels that were embedded in the weapons. A moment later, the power flowed up through the handles of the axes and into his body. Meznak grinned as he felt the flood of energy.
"It feels good to kill with these," he said. "I would like to kill something more powerful."
Cerric noticed the change in Meznak's speech and the perceptible increase in size of the Darga's muscles.
"Of course," he said. "How would you like to kill one of these." Cerric gestured to the two remaining elven prisoners.
"Only one?" Meznak asked with a toothy, reptilian grin. Cerric smiled.
"Only one," Cerric replied.
"Very well," Meznak said and, moving with exceptional speed, he leapt toward one of the elves and took his head off with a double stroke of the axes.
The elf's head fell to the dirt with a thud, followed by his body and Meznak staggered back from the corpse, every muscle tight as the power of his victim flowed through him. The Darga howled and dropped to one knee, crouching and appearing to be in pain as bulges appeared on his leathery, armored back, which split open a moment later. Bones and flesh began to extend from his body, stretching outward and forming into leathery wings very similar to those of a dragon. Cerric was fascinated that the power of an elf would cause such a response in the creature, though it did not displease him as he watched Meznak rise, standing taller and larger than he had been before. The Darga howled again, but this time the sound that issued forth from his fanged mouth was much more dragon like.
"How do you feel now, Meznak?" Cerric asked. 
"Powerful, my lord," he said, his voice now richer and deeper than it had been. Meznak dropped to one knee, and bowed before him. "I see the value in these weapons and I thank you for this gift you have bestowed upon me."
"Rise, Meznak," Cerric said. "Assert your dominance over the Darga tribes and take your rightful place as their leader."
"Yes, my lord," Meznak said, rising to his feet and staring at the god-king and the two generals who stood silently, watching. "Is there anything else you require of me?"
"Yes. Once you have taken control of the Darga, I would like you to select one hundred of your most obedient and powerful warriors that they too might share in this gift."
"You would create others to challenge me?" Meznak asked.
"No. You will create powerful warriors, allowing them to kill using your sword. I will leave it up to you to decide how powerful you will allow them to become, making sure, of course, that you remain the most powerful."
"I see," Meznak said with a predatory smile. "Your wisdom knows no bounds."
"I do not need to remind you of my own power." Cerric said.
"No, my lord, you do not. The Darga will not challenge one such as you, whose power is far greater than our own. You have my fealty and my thanks."
"I will expect your people answer my call to fight in the upcoming battle with the elves," Cerric told him. "There will be plenty of the forest folk for you and your warriors to slay."
"I look forward to such a battle. When will the campaign begin?"
"Not yet," Cerric said. "We must build our armies and make them stronger. See to your warriors and be ready. I will send word when the time comes."
"As you command," Meznak replied, with a tilt of his head. "May I take my leave?"
"Yes, of course."
Meznak stood for a moment, staring at the god-king and the two generals, then he bent his legs and opened his wing then sprang into the air. His new muscles flexed the long, leathery wings, beating the air, and he hovered for a moment then, with a few hard flaps he rose further and flew toward the daylight that shone in through the opening at the far end of the cavern, and a moment later, he was gone. Cerric turned to Mirdel and Berant.
"Berant," he said. "We will return to Maramyr. I have decided to hold a tourney, to discover the best fighters in all the lands. You will make the arrangements."
"Yes, highness," Berant said.
"Give me your sword," Cerric said.
"My sword?" Berant glanced down at the ornate hilt of the blade that hung at his waist. "It has no power, my lord."
"I do not doubt that, but it is not a fitting weapon for the Lord General of Maramyr. Give it to me."
Berant unbuckled his sword belt but he hesitated, not wanting to hand it over.
"This blade has been in my family for generations. It is of sentimental value to me."
"Give it to me, now," Cerric told him, his tone turning sharp.
"Yes, highness." Berant handed him the weapon.
Cerric held it up in his hand and the scabbard burst into flames as he called forth his power. The leather burned away quickly and the steel began to melt, running in rivulets over his skin and dropping into small silvery pools on the ground.
"There is no room in my army for sentimental values," Cerric told him. "As easily as I turn this weapon to nothing, this might also be your fate if you continue to challenge my commands."
"Yes, my lord."
"That does not mean that I do not value your counsel, but I demand your respect and obedience in all things." Cerric glared at the man as the last droplets of metal fell to the ground and the bits of ash fell from his hand, burned away clean by his power. "Have I made myself clear?"
"Yes, my lord," Berant said, knowing how close he was to experiencing the wrath of an angered god.
"Now choose a blade from those on the table. You will carry it with you at all times and into the field of battle. I will not force you to kill one of these lowly prisoners if such a thing is beneath you, but you will kill if you wish to maintain your position as many others will become your challengers over the days to come."
"As you command, my lord," Berant said then he walked over to the table and picked up one of the few remaining blades that had not yet been bloodied. He barely gave it a glance, for he did not care for what Cerric was planning with these weapons, but the warrior in him noticed that the sword was well balanced and less ornate than the others. Its crosspiece was encrusted with clear stones that matched a large, clear diamond embedded in its pommel. He shoved the blade into his belt and looked at Mirdel, who stared at him with his lifeless eyes then he looked at Cerric. "If that is all, may I take my leave?"
"Yes, Berant," Cerric said. "You may go. Leave a proper force for Mirdel to maintain Kandara, and the rest of the army will return with us to Maramyr."
"Yes, my lord," Berant said then he bowed his head and walked away toward the stone staircase.
"Mirdel, I have been informed that duke Kaledra and his family have been brought to the city."
"Yes, they have."
"Good," Cerric said. "Once I have left Kandara, your first order of business will be to execute Kaledra. Do it publicly as an example of what happens to traitors."
"Did he not side with us, my lord?"
"Yes, but he betrayed his lord and king, and the people must learn that no matter what they do, if they provoke our anger, they shall feel our wrath. Is that clear?"
"Yes it is. And what of Elric?"
"I will take him to Maramyr, as a trophy. I have some further use for him, but the time is not yet right."
"Very good, my lord," Mirdel said, knowing whatever Cerric had planned for the deposed Kandaran king would not be pleasant. "What of Kaledra's wife and daughter?"
"They are yours to do with as you please, Mirdel. Have the rest of these weapons stored and readied for travel. You may kill the rest of these prisoners. It will give you power, Mirdel, and none shall challenge you."
"Thank you." Mirdel bowed his head. "You are most generous."
"That I am," Cerric said with a smile, then his eyes shifted focus and he nodded. "I have other business to attend. I trust that you can finish up here."
"Consider it done," Mirdel replied and he raised his sword and walked over to the remaining prisoners and began killing them, one by one, as Cerric walked up the stairs to the palace, enjoying the music of the echoing screams of dying enemies. 
*****
 
Calexis was on her way back to the royal apartments, where she had taken up residence, when she encountered the mage, Dakar, who had been conspicuously absent during the battle for Kandara. While she was not particularly enamored of the man, she was curious to find out what he had been doing, so she invited him to accompany her and ordered that some refreshments be brought while they waited for Cerric to finish whatever he was doing in the cavern beneath the throne. Calexis had not expected much from Dakar, but she was pleasantly surprised when their conversation took an unexpected turn.
"It is most strange," Dakar said "It must have happened during the battle when Cerric used his magic to link himself to the soldiers. Such a feat would have required great power, and when I felt the drain of it, I was almost undone, and my connection to the one became very tenuous. It was a terrible feeling, as though I was lost."
"That must have been very upsetting to you, Dakar," Calexis said with a hint of sarcasm. "I know how fervently you worship my husband."
"I worship the one," Dakar said. "The god who walks among us, the one foretold in the book."
"Yes, and I make my bed with him. Your slavish worship grows tiresome."
Calexis sighed and closed her eyes for a moment, disappointed that Dakar appeared to be just as mindless as the rest of Cerric's followers. However, when she opened her eyes again and looked at the man, she saw that his eyes had turned black as night, filled with power and, for a moment, she worried that he might intend some harm to her but he simply sat in his chair and stared at her. She felt the twitch of something in her mind and the small powers she possessed told her that the mage priest was prying at her mind.
"What would you like to know, Dakar?" she asked. "It is considered rude to scry into someone's mind without asking."
"You fear him," the mage said.
"Cerric?"
"Yes, you fear him, and you are right to fear him, for he his terrible and would kill you in an instant if it suited his whim."
"What's this?" Calexis was shocked to hear Dakar speak so plainly of such things, one moment worshipful and the next, critical. "You would say such things about your god?"
"I do not have much time, Calexis, and I am taking a great risk to speak to you now," he said. "When Cerric used his magic, death magic, on the soldiers of Maramyr, the link that binds me to him was broken for a short time. I managed to separate a part of my mind, the part that knows the truth, the part that speaks with you now."
"What truth, Dakar?"
"Cerric is not all powerful. While he may be a god, his power grows weak with distance and when he focuses it elsewhere. There are limits to his power, though he seeks to expand them. I believe he is searching for ancient weapons from the second age, called godswords, used by the gods of that time when they warred against one another."
"I think you are right, though you are late to the ball," Calexis said. "Cerric has plundered the treasure of Kandara, and I believe he has found more than a few of these godswords of which you speak."
"If that is true, then his power will only continue to grow."
"Why did the gods use these weapons and not regular swords?" Calexis asked, intentionally not mentioning axes or daggers, thinking of the short blade tucked against her thigh.
"In a book I found, a kind of prophecy by a lost race of seers called the Mistrani, there is mention of the godswords being hidden by the few gods who survived the wars of the second age."
"How can it be a prophecy if it is about the past?" Calexis asked.
"That is what they called it. The Mistrani were seers, who could look not forward, but back through the sands of time. According to various records, they wrote many histories, but most of them are believe lost. The book I did find was only by chance, for it was misplaced on the wrong shelf by a foolish young mage, long ago. Luckily, I remembered where I had left it, for all of the other books on the subject appear to have been removed by someone."
"Someone? Who would hide all the books related to these weapons?"
"I do not know and it matters not. What matters is the knowledge I have gained. You asked why the gods used these weapons. If my understanding of the Mistrani book is correct, these godswords allow the wielder to take the power of those who are killed by the blades. It has something to do with powerful gemstones and a metal called silvergold. I do not know how the godswords were made or by whom, but I have heard of silvergold and it is believed that only the gods themselves could work with such a metal. Items made of it are often called gifts from the gods."
"I too have heard this legend, but usually people refer to small things like pendants or rings, supposed items of worship, blessed by the gods, they say."
"These godswords are similar, though they are much more interesting. I believe that with such a weapon, a person could even take the power of a god."
"It is a wonder that Cerric would go looking for such weapons," Calexis commented. "You would think he would rather they remain lost or buried."
"His thirst for power overrules all things, Calexis. And with such weapons, Cerric can grow even more powerful. With the link that was created by the book, he may draw power from me and the other mages, but that power is only borrowed and it drains us much faster than if we were to use our magic ourselves. If he had a godword, he could just kill us and take our power directly, adding it to his own, and I fear that may be his plan."
"If your description of these godswords is correct, then Cerric already possesses many of them. I would tread lightly around him, if I were you."
"Agreed," Dakar said. "That is why I have taken every part of myself that asks questions, doubts, and thinks independently and separated it from the rest of my mind. When I return control of my thoughts to the other part that is completely under the god's command, I will be completely unaware of everything we have discussed and completely subservient to him. And I warn you, do not trust me when I am in that state."
"Why are you telling me all of this?" Calexis asked.
"You fear him," Dakar said. "And you do not like fearing things. Also, even though you act as though you do not care, you are worried about your son, Draxis, who I understand was left for dead on the battlefield despite his bravery in attempting to fight the dragon, king Eric. One would think he would deserve some acknowledgement, even a word of favor, but he lost, and that is all that matters, that he was weaker and no longer worthy. Yet, some part of you still wonders what has become of him, and you even think of your daughter, who you treated as worthlessly as Cerric has treated your son. You are not without regret, though you are too prideful and ambitious to let such things deter you from your path. 
"That much I gleaned from your mind, Calexis. You are a lustful and prideful woman, and I do not say that as an insult for I am surely guilty of the same in my own quest for power. We are very much alike in that regard, and even Cerric, the man, is little different, though he is petty in his nature, but this god that has taken hold of him is something else entirely. There is nothing within him except emptiness and shadows, and hatred. We are merely his playthings and even when he appears to be pleased by us, when he rewards us for our loyalty and efforts, there is no truth to his words. They are little more than manipulation as we are orchestrated toward some end, one that I believe will be our doom if he is not stopped."
"You take a very great risk, Dakar," Calexis told him, struggling to control the emotions that had risen within her. She did not want to talk of her children or the misgivings she kept buried deep within her thoughts. She had learned long ago, that to waver, to show emotion, was a sign of weakness, and loyalty to others, even family, was a thing too easily exploited by those who would seek to manipulate a person. She was irritated that Dakar had managed to learn such things from her and wondered that his magical ability at seeing might even be greater than Cerric's powers and the power of the god within him. She focused on the mage, wondering what might be the reason for his change of heart and why, of all people, he would confide in her. "To trust me with these thoughts, you must be truly desperate."
"No, Calexis," Dakar said, with a look of what might almost be regret. "I am not desperate, I am simply resigned to the truth of what I have learned. If Cerric and the god within him are not stopped, then nothing changes for me. I am already doomed, bound in subservience through the magic of the book and the god's own power. Since I have already lost, there is nothing for me to lose. I tell you these things for you are not entirely under his power. I do not know how or why, though it may be some aspect of your own power or, perhaps that which you gained from the Darga, but Cerric cannot read you, nor can he control you. The Darga are similar in that they are resistant to many forms of magic, so it is likely their power that has saved you."
"Then I am fortunate," Calexis said with a slight smile, though her concern remained.
"Perhaps, but since you cannot be controlled, you are also a threat. That may be what makes you interesting to him, but when he no longer finds you amusing or if you provoke his ire, then your fate will be short and very likely unpleasant." Dakar turned his head and looked toward the door. "Cerric approaches and I must return to my other self. If you wish to speak to me again, merely ask me for my thoughts and that will bring my inner self forward."
"Thank you, Dakar, for your trust," Calexis said, pondering what he had told her. "We are not allies, perhaps we have a common cause."
Dakar's eyes returned to their natural state, still dark but without the inky shimmer of power, as the door of the chamber opened and Cerric entered the room.
"Dakar," he said and the mage stood from his seat. "Conspiring with my lady wife, I see."
"Your highness," Dakar said with a deep bow. "Your soldiers informed me that you were occupied elsewhere and her highness, Queen Calexis has been gracious enough to entertain me with stories of the battle and your victory over the dragon king. I regret that I was not here to share in your triumph."
"It was but one of many battles to come," Cerric said. "Did your search through the mages' library uncover anything useful?"
"No," Dakar said. "As I am sure you already know, I had hoped to learn what it was you were searching for when you emptied the armories of Maramyr. I presume you seek some kind of weapon from the past."
"Very good." Cerric nodded. "You presumed correctly, though it no longer matters. I have found what I sought." He put his hand on the hilt of the sword that hung from his waist and slowly drew the blade from its scabbard. "This is a godsword, Dakar, a weapon from the second age. Do you know what a godsword is?"
"I do not," Dakar replied. "Though I would imagine from the name it is the sword of a god."
"That is exactly what it is and I have discovered its purpose. Were I to strike you with it, and if I so desired, this blade would take your power and give it to me, and not just your energy, but the very essence of your abilities."
"A dangerous weapon in the wrong hands," Dakar commented.
"Yes, very much so," Cerric agreed. "I can see why they remained hidden for so long. Though I doubt that many would have understood how to use weapons such as these, even if someone were to possess one."
"There is some magic to their use, then?" Dakar asked, curiously.
"Of a sort, yes. I had to kill several dozen soldiers and a few elves to learn the trick, though I am curious what the effect would be were I to kill a mage with it. Should I test this blade?"
"If you wish, my lord, though I would prefer that you might find someone other than myself for the task."
"I do not doubt that." Cerric laughed and slid his sword back into its scabbard then he walked over to a nearby table and poured himself a cup of wine. "I have decided to hold a celebration and a tournament at Maramyr. You and Berant will make the arrangements. We will find the greatest fighters in the land and the victors shall become my warriors, to lead my army in the war against the elves."
"The forests of Elvanar are well guarded, my lord," Dakar said. "The elves have powerful magic as well."
"That is why we must create warriors strong enough to defeat them," Cerric said. "With the power of these godswords, the elves will be little more than fodder for our army."
"When do we return to Maramyr, husband?" Calexis asked.
"I have made Mirdel the Steward of Kandara, so tonight we will feast our victory and toast the duke's good fortune then we will leave for Maramyr on the morrow. It will be a hard ride, for I wish to waste little time returning. The sooner we hold the tournament, the sooner we can resume our campaign." Cerric seemed very pleased with himself. "Calexis, see to the feast. Dakar, you will accompany me. I wish to torture the young Akandar some more, and your assistance might prove useful."
"Yes, my lord," Dakar said.
"Does my husband plan to spend the night drinking and feasting?" Calexis asked, boldly. "I had hoped we might have some time to celebrate together."
"There will be plenty of time for that once we have returned to Maramyr," Cerric told her then he turned to the mage priest. "Come, the son of the dragon awaits."
Dakar followed the god-king out of the room, leaving Calexis behind. She was frustrated that Cerric had once again rebuffed her attempt to get him to bed. By the time they reached Maramyr, the opportunity to get with child would have passed and the hard ride over the mountain pass would make it that much more difficult. Calexis knew it was becoming less likely that her plan would succeed but she thought about what Dakar had told her and wondered about the dagger she had found. If she could learn the trick of it, perhaps she too could become powerful, though the thought of challenging Cerric was extremely daunting. If what Dakar had said was true, then perhaps she might at least become his equal.
*****
 
Draxis walked from the trees toward the Darga encampment with the giant axe resting on his shoulder. The group of warriors looked to number around a hundred strong and Draxis wondered that they had broken away from the main force, though it was not unexpected that they would have fallen into disarray when their leader was defeated on the battlefield. The Darga saw him coming and several of them walked out to greet him.
"Draxis," said one of the warriors, a Darga with dark black scales over dark green skin. He looked somewhat familiar. "The dragon did not kill you."
"No," Draxis said. "I am not that easy to kill. What is your name, warrior?"
"Kelak," he said, then he gestured to the two other Darga with him, one a brownish green female and the other a male, who looked younger and, from his coloring, a mix of the other two. "This is Tanak, my mate, and our son Konak."
"What clan are you?" Draxis asked.
"Brown clan, but not now. We start our own clan. Dragon clan."
"Dragon clan?"
"Yes," Kelak hissed. "We will raid the battlefield and take the body of the dragon and feast upon it. It will make us strong."
"You want to eat the dragon?" Draxis knew about the Darga belief that eating the heart of a fallen enemy would give a warrior the strength of the vanquished foe. It was an old tradition, a ritual he had been told that the Darga had not practiced for many generations, since it did not actually accomplish anything except prompting further bloodshed and grudges between the clans. "The dragon is dead, and he was defeated by Cerric."
"And he leaves the body to waste," Kelak said. "We would feast upon it and gain much strength."
"No, Kelak," Draxis said. "You will not gain any strength except that which you gain from a belly full of meat."
"We must become stronger," Konak said. "There are challenges to lead the clans."
"Are there?" Draxis asked rhetorically. "The clans have a leader."
"A leader must not be defeated," Tanak said. "Draxis was defeated by the dragon. We will take the power of the dragon and then we will be stronger than Draxis."
"Is that so?" Draxis asked. "You can eat all the dragon hearts and gnaw on all the dragon bones you want, and you will never be stronger than me."
Draxis swung the axe down from his shoulder and rested the head of the weapon on the ground and leaned his hand on the large green jewel embedded in the end of its shaft. It was hardly a defensive pose and the Darga could sense his confidence, while Draxis could clearly see their unease at encountering the half-Darga prince, who had killed the leaders of the black and brown tribes, becoming their leader. The rest of the Darga began to filter out of the camp, joining the three who faced Draxis, most out of curiosity and some in solidarity with their new clan.
"Draxis is not Darga," Kelak said. "Draxis is half-blood, raised by the human queen and her mage priests. Draxis does not know the stories, the old ways."
"Oh?" Draxis was irritated by the defiance in Kelak's voice, but he was curious about what he might not have been told by the mages. "What are these old ways?"
Kelak snorted and glanced at the other Darga, who had gathered around.
"Darga were dragonkind," he said. "Darga were cast out by the others, our power taken, our bodies made small and weak. Darga were cursed, made to think small thoughts, to not fly, to die young, but Darga remember."
"What do you remember, Darga?"
"Stories of power, of fire and sky. Old ways give great power to the strong, power of dragons."
"And if you eat the dragon, you will get your power back," Draxis said, his tone deadpan with skepticism. "You are foolish Darga. That dragon is nothing more than a corpse, and the other creature, the duke is the same. I took his head myself and when he died, he died like anything else. His blood spilled and his breath stopped."
"Draxis did not eat the heart. Draxis did not gain the power," Kelak said. "Who is foolish?"
"I wish I could have the power of the duke," Draxis said. "He was a powerful foe, as powerful as all of you, and I killed him just the same." Draxis felt something under his hand and he lifted it off the green gem and he saw some kind of energy swirling around inside it. It distracted him from his growing anger at Kelak's insolence, but his instincts brought his attention back as he sensed a growing aggression from among the force of Darga warriors who now stood before him.
"Draxis is powerful," Kelak said, his eyes betraying his hunger. "Draxis' heart would make Darga powerful."
"Now you want to eat me instead?" Draxis laughed. "If eating the heart of a foe would make you more powerful, don't you think the Darga would have done this? How many years, how many generations have the Darga lived in the swamps and the forests to the east, with no greater power than the generations before them? And don't you think that I wouldn't eat every single one of your hearts if doing such a thing would gain me more power?"
The Darga stepped back uneasily, sensing the threat in his voice. Draxis felt the gem under his hand begin to hum slightly and he wondered if Boric's weapon might have some kind of enchantment to it. 
"Kill many Darga or kill one dragon," Kelak responded. "Or kill Draxis first, then eat the dragon."
Draxis hefted the axe into his hands. It was heavy, and though he was not as strong as Boric, he could still swing it easily.
"I should assume that you no longer consider me your leader," Draxis said. "If you really want to eat my heart, then I dare you to try."
"Draxis cannot kill every Darga," Kelak said, holding out his claws and stepping toward him.
"You don't think so? I would kill a thousand Darga if it would make me as powerful as a dragon," Draxis said then he dashed toward Kelak. 
With a powerful swing of the great axe, he cut the Darga in two. Surprised at how easily the blade cleaved through Kelak's armored skin, Draxis did not notice the shaft of the weapon as it began to vibrate. He continued his swing and smashed it into the side of another Darga then used the heavy axe as a counterweight to swing himself around two more Darga who leapt at him. The axe hummed with energy as the second Darga died and Draxis felt the weapon grow warm in his hands. Draxis leapt backward as several clawed hands slashed at him and he swung the axe again, killing several more of the creatures in one stroke. The Darga tried to surround him, to overpower him, but he swung the weapon in a wide arc, keeping them at bay. Surprisingly, with every swing, the axe felt lighter, though Draxis quickly realized that it was not the weapon that was changing, it was he, who was becoming stronger. With his Darga sight, he could see energy running down the length of the axe and into the jewel at the end of its shaft. He could feel the energy flowing into him and he could feel himself becoming stronger with every Darga he killed.
Draxis realized that there must be some kind of magic in Boric's axe, some power that did exactly what the Darga warriors had hoped to do by eating his heart. He laughed as he cut through their numbers, mercilessly rending them limb from limb and bathing in the blood that turned the ground to mud beneath their dying bodies. It was not long before Draxis found himself standing alone in a sea of reptilian flesh and blood, having killed every single one of the upstart Darga clan. Even though he had gained so much strength and speed, he was still winded from the effort of killing so many, but his breath returned quickly and with a powerful swing of the axe, he flung the blood off the weapon then rested it back on his shoulder and continued onward, walking through the empty camp and into the forest on the far side, wondering where he might find stronger foes, whose power he could make his own.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
"I cannot fathom this Maramyrian penchant for prudery," Toren said with a mischievous grin. He gulped the last of the ale from his mug and slammed it on the great, wooden table then pointed at the empty vessel and a serving boy ran forward to refill it. Wiping the foam from his beard, Toren turned in his chair to take a better look at the man who sat next to him in the seat of honor.
Carlis had grown enough of a beard that he had finally been invited to dine in the palace hall, but it appeared that the Maramyrian merchant, who was now the captain of a missing ship, which was a matter of no small embarrassment, was still having a difficult time finding his rhythm upon the waves of Aghlar society. And Toren was not making it easier for him either for he had taken to teasing Carlis much the way an older brother might torment a sibling. Carlis was determined not to let the sailor king get the better of him, although with the Aghlar tendency to make a toast and drink to just about everything, the effects of the large amount of ale he had consumed was making it that much more difficult for him to maintain his composure.
"There are certain things that are not done at Maramyr, if one is of the noble sort," Carlis said.
Toren snorted but held back a laugh and he saw that the serving boy had refilled his mug, so he drank some ale to drown his mirth for a moment, while he pondered his best angle of approach.
"You are a trading man, yes?"
"I am," Carlis said. "What of it?"
"What things have you traded?"
"All manner of things. Cloth, weapons, foodstuffs, even land; I have bought and sold many things." Carlis was not sure what the Aghlar was getting at.
"The cloth," Toren said. "What manner of cloth have you dealt in? Hemp or cotton for sails and shirts or the silks of the worms for finer things like a lady's fine tunic or her much finer undergarments?"
"All of these and more," Cerric said, shaking his head at the Aghlar king's suggestiveness. "I once invested some gold in a clothworks that makes many different kinds of material." Truth be told, he had made a small fortune in the cloth business, and it was through that enterprise many years ago that he had become closer to Lady Valamyr, who employed many of the tailors of Maramyr. Their partnership had been a very profitable one for them both.
"And when you invest your gold in these things, do you not keep an eye to quality?" Toren asked.
"Of course," Carlis told him. "Every cloth must be of a quality to suit its intended purpose. A sail must be strong to hold the power of the wind, while a noble lady's garment must be fine so as not to offend her delicate skin."
Toren drank more of his ale to choke down another laugh, and he noticed many of the men and women seated at the great table doing the same.
"This fine cloth, when it is made, do you inspect its quality? Do you touch it? Do you feel it, to see how fine it might feel against delicate skin?"
"I suppose, yes," Carlis said, though he was fairly certain where Toren was going with the conversation. He glanced over at Elaine, who sat silently on the others side of him, her face almost expressionless. Carlis nervously took another drink, worried that he would either offend her, or Toren, or both, though he was beginning to worry less about the latter of the two.
"And what of the sailcloth?" Toren asked, seeming to change tack. "Do you tug on it and handle it as would the firm hands of a sailor to see if it can hold up to some rough use?"
Carlis felt his eyes rolling back in his head, partly from the ale, which was quickly affecting him even more, and partly from the knowledge that Toren was back on course to shipwreck him in front of the assembled guests. All he could do at this point was to agree with the man, and hope that he survived the conversation.
"Yes, of course," Carlis said.
"And you would do this before you accepted the hard earned gold of those you bargain with? That would be the right thing to do, yes? You would not want an angry captain coming back with his sword drawn and looking to cut you because you gave him a bad sail."
"No, I would not want that. I have always made sure that my affairs are conducted with the utmost honor and courtesy, and always with an eye for quality."
"I do not doubt that. It would be most sensible to make sure of every detail," Toren agreed and Carlis nodded. "But it makes little sense to me that you would make such effort over a piece of cloth, to touch it, to pull on it, to caress it, and yet you would not do the same with a woman."
"One does not wear a woman like a piece of clothing," Carlis said.
"Not quite, but if the cloth isn't right, you'd best know it before you set sail," Toren said. He turned to Elaine. "Lady Elaine, indulge me. Are you of the same mind as Captain Carlis? Would you not want to check the mast of the ship to see if it can take a hard wind?"
"Toren." Elaine looked over at him. "You know better than to try to draw me into such talk."
"Right," he said and turned to Carlis and lowered his voice to almost a whisper. "Captain, since it's obvious to just about everyone that you're completely besotted with the lady who sits beside you, I'll let you in on a little secret. She's like silk, smooth and fine and strong as any ship and methinks she's built for rougher seas."
Carlis stood up, lurching from his seat, and the heavy wooden chair slid hard against the stone floor of the hall. The way Toren described Elaine, not only conjured up images of what he had long wondered, but it suggested that Toren himself had first hand knowledge of the lady and that was too much for Carlis to handle. The room tilted and swayed as he tried to keep his feet and he managed to bite back the angry words that threatened to spill from his mouth. As offended as he was, Carlis was still a guest in the hall of a king, though at this point, he truly wished he were somewhere and anywhere else would do.
"If you will excuse me," Carlis said, his words now running together as the ale began to make his thoughts swim. "I thank you for your hospitality, King Toren, and I bid you a good evening. Lady Valamyr, will you accompany me or do you wish to remain?"
"I will be along shortly, Captain," Elaine said.
"Right," Carlis said then he stumbled his way past the many chairs and guests and made his way from the king's table toward the exit of the hall.
"That was not very kind of you, Toren," Elaine told the Aghlar king. "Carlis is a most honorable man."
"I know," Toren said, watching him leave. "Everything I have learned of him speaks well of his character, but I could not resist the chance to have a little sport with him. It was especially amusing to see him struggle from the effects of the strong brew he has been drinking."
"You are incorrigible as ever," Elaine said. "It is no wonder you do not yet have a wife."
"I'll not change my ways, Elaine. If a woman will take me as I am, then so it will be. If not, then so be it."
"You should have married my sister," Elaine said.
"That is one of my regrets," Toren told her. "I would have wedded her, you know, but Elara refused."
"It is no wonder, with the way you carry on."
"She refused because she knew she would not long be of this world," Toren said, the mirth fading completely from his face. "Elara told me that, just before she died. She refused me to spare me."
"How could she have known she would die? How can anyone know such a thing?"
"She knew many things," Toren said. "I did not question her, I merely accepted her word. I loved her dearly, and part of me wishes she had let our luck run its course, while another is grateful to her for what she did. I do not think I would be smiling and joking here if we had become any closer than she allowed us to be."
"At least you still have Ehlena."
"Aye, now that's a truth, and the girl is a constant trouble though I suppose I'm to blame for a little of that," Toren said thoughtfully then he looked at Elaine. "The days are always too short and tomorrow may never come. We might set sail with fair winds on pleasant seas only to meet our end in a sudden storm. Such is the way of things and, looking back, the wasted days are the ones that make the heart hurt."
Elaine searched the eyes of the Aghlar king and she knew that he felt the loss of her sister and his half-brother Matthius, who was a kind of godfather to Ehlena and who had been killed while escorting her to Maramyr. Elaine could see the regret in Toren's face and her opinion of him changed somewhat. Though he carried on like a buffoon much of the time and his sense of humor left much to be desired, she knew his heart was true. It was something she had always known, though she had never wanted to admit it. Elaine pondered what he had said and she thought about Carlis, stumbling his way to the inn where they had taken up residence after Ehlena had taken the ship. She worried about her niece, and hoped she would return safely from wherever she had gone, but for now, she worried more about Carlis. 
Elaine knew enough about Aghlar spirits and their many ales to know that the amount of strong brew Carlis had consumed would surely put him in a sorry state and she decided that she should go and find him before he embarrassed himself. The Aghlar people prided themselves on their ability to drink and still function, but even they did not venture far from their beds when drinking sweet water or strong brew. As far as Elaine was concerned, Carlis was twice the man that Toren was, and it would not do for Carlis to be looked down upon simply because of an Aghlar prank.
"While I disapprove of the little game you played with Carlis, and I very much disapprove of being compared to a piece of sail cloth, I am glad to know that you cared about my sister and that you care about your daughter. I still think you are uncouth and a ruffian who happens to wear a crown, but you have my thanks for telling me about Elara. I respect her even more now and I dislike you a little less."
Toren stared at her for a moment. A smile slowly spread across his face and, a moment later, Elaine felt his large muscular arms around her, in a powerful embrace that made her think of what it might feel like to be hugged by a bear. Toren let her go and laughed as he picked up his mug from the table and held it up to her.
"That is as close to a compliment as I have ever had from you, Elaine," he said. "I will gladly drink to that."
Elaine smiled and picked up her cup of wine, which was almost empty. She stood from her seat, held it up to the Aghlar king then finished the last mouthful.
"I will leave you to your feast," she told him as she put the cup down on the wood of the table. "I do not believe that Carlis has every tasted strong brew before, and we both know what can happen when people from Maramyr get into trouble with Aghlar spirits."
"A recipe for adventure, that," Toren said as Elaine gave him a polite nod and walked away. "Give my regards to Carlis."
Carlis stormed down the passage from the palace banquet hall, his cheeks red with anger and frustration. So flustered was he by the Aghlar king's lack of manners that he almost did not recognize Ehlena when she appeared in the long corridor before him. A living picture of serenity, the young girl appeared to be as calm as Carlis was upset, which flustered him even more. She stared at him with a look of bemusement then she smiled.
"Carlis," Ehlena said. "You seem upset."
"That man," Carlis began angrily then he took a deep breath and cleared his throat. "King Toren has a particular sense of humor that I cannot abide. I can see why your aunt dreaded the idea of coming to Aghlar, and I do not know how she is able to tolerate the disrespectful way people carry on."
"Carlis, it is good to see you too."
He stared at her then realized that she had returned from whatever fool journey she had taken, with his ship no less.
"Ehlena, I am relieved to see you safe and sound. We are going to have a little talk about you taking my ship, but I cannot seem to think straight after drinking that damn Aghlar ale."
Ehlena saw her aunt walking down the hall toward them.
"Aunt Elaine," she said, smiling at her, though she did not return the greeting.
"Ehlena," she said. "You gave everyone quite a fright disappearing with the Al-Andor While I am pleased to see you are safe, there are some things we will most certainly discuss, young lady."
"Aunt Elaine, Carlis," Ehlena turned and gestured to the grey robed mage who had stood quietly off to her side, unnoticed. "This is Stavros, he is the former head of the Council of Mages."
Carlis looked at the bearded mage more closely through his increasingly blurring vision and his eyes widened in recognition.
"Stavros?"
"Carlis," the mage said with a slight smile. "The last time I saw you, you were a fresh faced young magistrate in King Gregor's court." Stavros turned to Elaine. "Lady Valamyr, we have never met, but I am honored to greet a member of the five royal lines of Maramyr. As ever, it is my pleasure to serve those loyal to the kingdom, especially in these difficult times."
"You are not one of those black robed priests then?" Carlis said, his expression skeptical and his voice beginning to slur.
"No," Stavros replied. "I serve the Lady, and the ideals of the Council of Mages."
"Stavros," Elaine said. "I have heard of you. It is said you disappeared after the death of King Gregor and Queen Aria." She had also heard rumors among the nobility that the mage was somehow involved in what happened, though she was beginning to question such stories as Cerric was their likely source.
"No doubt you have heard many things," Stavros said. "It no longer matters what has been said, only what must be done."
One of Carlis' legs gave way and he almost fell from his feet, but he caught himself and managed to get his balance again. He took in a deep breath then exhaled and the smell of Aghlar brew filled the air.
"The first thing that must be done is getting Carlis off his feet. I fear that Toren has played a little trick on him by serving him Aghlar strong brew."
"Aghlar strong brew?" Carlis asked.
"Powerful stuff," Stavros said as he watched Carlis swaying on his feet. "It's as strong as sweet water, but goes down like ale. From the looks of things, you've had quite a lot of it. 'Tis wise to go easy with such powerful spirits."
"If Toren wasn't toasting every thought that popped into his head, I surely would not have had so much. I do not regularly imbibe."
"So much the worse, then," Stavros said with a chuckle. "Like a sailor on a ship, it takes some practice to keep one's legs in the frothing sea."
"I do not relish the thought of drinking or being at sea," Carlis said, followed by a hiccup.
"Come, Carlis," Elaine said, taking his arm. As she guided him forward, she looked at her niece and the mage. "We will talk on the morrow."
"Lady Valamyr," Stavros said, bowing his head. 
"Good night aunt Elaine," Ehlena said. "Carlis, I hope you feel better."
Stavros turned to Ehlena, shaking his head with a smile.
"With luck he will sleep through most of the cannon fire that will be blasting inside his head, come morning."
"Poor Carlis," Ehlena said. "Toren is always playing tricks. I really should have a talk with him."
"No doubt he will wish to have a talk with you. You did not tell me that you commandeered the Al-Andor."
"There was little time to explain," she said. "I knew what I had to do and the crew understood. Carlis, my aunt, and Toren would have delayed me with their questions. Likely they would have had me performing miracles just to prove myself."
"Perception is often little more than an illusion, though its effects can shape the future."
Ehlena nodded. She knew that Elaine and Carlis were as yet unaware of the changes she had undergone, which was something she would have to explain in a way that would hopefully not cause them alarm. Toren, on the other hand, would require a more direct approach.
"Let us go see my father," she said. "The night is still young so he will not be too drunken with ale."
Behind them, at the far end of the passage, Elaine helped Carlis through the door and down the short flight of steps outside to the palace yard. Carlis breathed deep in the cool night air and he felt his head clear a little, though his vision continued to blur. He glanced at Elaine under the bright, starlit night and felt a melancholy regret growing inside him.
"We should marry," Carlis said.
"What's this?" Elaine asked, a little surprised by such directness.
"I mean, I think it might be something to consider." Carlis sounded less sure.
Elaine smiled at the confounded expression on his face. It was clear that his thoughts were in disarray from the effects of the drink, but she found it amusing to hear him struggle to talk about something that she knew had been on his mind for so long. Always eloquent and sure in his speech on a good many subjects, when it came to matters of the heart, particularly his own, Carlis was always at a loss. It was something that had both frustrated and amused Elaine for many years, but given all that had happened to them both, it was pleasing to hear him bring up the subject of marriage.
"You think we would make suitable match?" she teased.
"I haven't the slightest idea, Elaine," he said as they made their way past the guards at the gate and out into the streets of the city. "Everything I knew about such things has been torn asunder and here we are in a faraway land full of drunken pirates and the only thing I can be sure about is that we are both the same people we always were, though I'm now a ship's captain and you are my partner in this mad venture."
"A most fortunate arrangement," Elaine said. "You would like to formalize this partnership with marriage?"
"Bah," Carlis said. "That's just gold, a ship and a shipyard. Those things are simply a means, like land or cloth and other goods."
"Everything is an arrangement, Carlis."
"I suppose it is," he said, frowning down at the cobbles as he concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other as they neared the inn where they had taken rooms after the ship had gone missing from the harbor. "I just don't like having to think about someone I care about in those kinds of terms."
"Then don't," Elaine said then she pulled open the door to the inn and ushered him through the tavern. A few moments later they passed through another door and into a long, stone hallway that led to their rooms. They stopped in front of the heavy, wooden door of Elaine's room and she held out her hand.
"Yes, right," Carlis remembered that he was carrying both of the keys to their rooms in the pocket of his coat. He fished them out, unlocked Elaine's door for her and pushed it open then bowed with a flourish of his hand. "Your chamber awaits, milady."
Elaine grabbed him by the collar and pulled him inside the room and she pushed the door closed as he stumbled inside. Before Carlis knew what was happening, Elaine had already unbuttoned the front of his shirt and was pulling the leather through the buckle of his belt.
"What are you doing?" Carlis whispered.
"If I am to enter into an arrangement, I wish to inspect the goods," she said. The buckle let go and she slid her hand past his waistband and found what she had long wondered about. Carlis gasped when she took him in a grip that was much more firm than he would have expected. "Things seems to be of quality," she said, drawing in close to him and licking his lips.
"Elaine," Carlis whispered, dizzy and helpless in her grasp. With her free hand, she tugged at the collar of her blouse.
"Aren't you curious?" 
"Incredibly," he said.
"Then what are you waiting for?"
"I don't know," he said. "I wanted for things to be proper, for all the things I wanted to accomplish to come to fruition."
"I have lost my land, and we have both lost most of our fortunes. The only thing we truly still have is one another," Elaine told him. "I have waited long enough."
*****
 
Ehlena and Stavros entered the noisy banquet hall and took the seats that had been left empty by Elaine and Carlis. They made sure that Toren instructed the serving boy to fill their cups with normal ale even though they both knew that even something as strong as the pirate's sweet water would have little effect on them. After a brief greeting, Ehlena immediately took to berating her father over his treatment of Carlis.
"Come, Ehlena," Toren protested. "I was merely having a bit of fun with the man. I hoped he might grow a sense of humor along with that scruff of a beard of his."
"Toren," Ehlena said, calling him by name since she did not often use more familial terms with him. "Not everyone finds it amusing to have their ale switched for strong brew. And Carlis has been trying very hard to learn every Aghlar custom and pleasantry, mostly so he would not offend you."
"Perhaps that is why I feel compelled to gibe him so," Toren said. "Carlis tries too hard and it makes it all too tempting to trip him up."
"As you will," Ehlena said. "Carlis may not be a warrior or have a head for strong brew, but he's a good man, worthy of your respect."
"I will respect him more once his beard is grown," Toren joked, but he could tell that Ehlena was not aboard with him. "All right, my dear princess, I will pay a visit to him on the morrow and bring him some willow and nettle tea. After the quantity of strong brew he imbibed, he will surely need such a cure, though I must admit, I was impressed that he did manage to walk out of here on his own two feet."
Ehlena smiled, pleased that Toren was willing to play a little more nicely with Carlis. She knew it would take some time for both the former Maramyrian magistrate and her aunt Elaine to become accustomed to Aghlar life, and it would be easier if Toren did not aggravate them, especially since they were both still upset about what had happened at Maramyr, even though neither of them wanted to speak about it.
"Tell me, mage," Toren said, turning to Stavros. "How is it that you have eluded these black robed mage priests who have been roaming the lands these many long years gathering up all your brothers and sisters?"
"It is one of my particular talents," he replied. "If I do not wish to be seen, then I simply disappear." Stavros began to fade from view, slowly turning invisible. Toren leaned forward on the table, staring past Ehlena as the mage disappeared. There were very few mages at Aghlar, so it was a rare occasion for even Toren to see magic at work and he was clearly impressed. His laughed when Stavros' cup lifted off the table and the mage took a strong swallow of ale, leaving a foamy moustache floating in the air where the head of the drink had clung to the whiskers on his face.
"Ha!" Toren exclaimed, pounding his fist on the table. "That's a clever thing."
"A mere parlor trick," Stavros said, fading back into view and wiping the foam from his lip. "It takes more than that to hide oneself from the priesthood."
"I know little of the ways of magic," Toren said. "We at Aghlar hold to the Lady and trust in her blessings for our fortune on the seas and in battle."
"The Lady is a powerful force in this world," Stavros said, glancing at Ehlena.
"Is it true, Ehlena," Toren said. "You received the blessing from the Lady, at the temple. You have become a priestess? I heard you disappeared like this mage, and it was witnessed by many people."
Ehlena stared at her father for a moment then she turned and looked at Stavros, who answered for her.
"Toren," Stavros said, leaning in closer. "Ehlena was not merely blessed by the Lady, she is the Lady."
"What's this?" Toren was in the middle of drinking from his cup and he nearly spit his ale.
"It's true," Ehlena said. "The Lady has returned and she is in me."
"You sound like your mother," Toren said. "She said all sorts of things like that when she became a priestess. As much as I revere and thank the Lady for my fortunes, I sometimes wonder if spending too much time in the temple is like being hit on the head one too many times."
"He doesn't believe you," Stavros said with a smile and he sipped from his mug.
"Toren," Ehlena said, her voice becoming more full and the color of her eyes shifting from their usual watery blue to the pale blue-grey of the Aghlar sky. "You have long been faithful to me, and for that I am grateful, but are you blind to the fact that your goddess sits before you?"
Toren's brow furrowed, not sure exactly what Ehlena was saying, but he felt his skin prickle as the hair on his body began to stand on end and though the windows of the banquet hall were not open, a cold breeze began to whistle through the room.
"Your mage is playing tricks," Toren said. "Ehlena, is it not wise to mock the Lady. You would do well not to risk her ire, for she can bring the storm as easily as fair winds."
"It is not I who commands the air," Stavros said as the wind in the room began to whip around the hall. The other guests had noticed and were now becoming alarmed at the gusts of wind that buffeted them and they stood as a whirlwind appeared in the center of the hall in front of the high table.
"Are you doing this, Ehlena?"
"A mere parlor trick," she said as the whirlwind increased in size and began pulling objects from the tables in the hall. Plates of food, cups, knives, all manner of things were pulled into the vortex as it grew larger and more powerful.
"Enough!" Toren shouted and in an instant everything stopped.
The wind disappeared and everything that had been pulled into it, hung in the air, suspended as though frozen. Ehlena turned to Toren and smiled, then every object flew back to where they had been, even the beer and wine that had spilled and mingled in the vortex separated and returned to their appropriate cups, as they landed neatly in place. Everything was returned as though nothing had happened at all, except the entire hall was silent and all eyes were fixated on Ehlena, who appeared to glow.
"Please continue," she said. Even though her voice was calm and relaxed, with the power of the goddess, it filled the room entirely, reverberating like gentle thunder. She realized that the people were either intimidated or awestruck, neither of which were her intention. She had only hoped to impress upon Toren who she had become. Ehlena stood, raised her cup and she let go of the power of the goddess then, in her normal voice, she made a toast. "To fair winds and gentle seas." It was one of the most common Aglar blessings and said by many before they 
"I'll drink to that," Toren said, lifting his mug. The many guests began to lift their cups as well, though a few were noticeably hesitant.
"To King Toren!" Ehlena said!
"I'll definitely drink to me!" Toren laughed and the people laughed as well and they drank then settled back into their places. 
The din of the room returned, though it was not quite as boisterous as before, and most of the people were now discussing Toren, Ehlena and the mysterious mage who sat next to her. Most of them tried not to stare, but the Aghlars were not a particularly subtle people. Toren stared at his daughter, now very aware that there was a lot more to her than he had thought. While he was a little unnerved by what she had just done, and still somewhat skeptical of her claim, there was no doubt that Ehlena had changed, seeming to have become older and wiser as though overnight.
"I do not know if this is true that you are somehow the Lady," Toren said. "I do know that you are Ehlena, my daughter by birth, and that you appear to have gained powers like that of a mage, which is no small thing. I presume this has something to do with your theft of the Al-Andor?"
"I did not steal the ship," Ehlena said. "I merely borrowed it for a short while."
"You did not seek permission of her captain," Toren said. "The crew could be held for mutiny if Carlis wished it."
"He wouldn't dare," Ehlena said, crossly, though she realized that her words now sounded more like a threat, considering the power she now possessed. "The crew is not to blame. Besides, I did not come here to talk to you about the Al-Andor. There are other, more important things to discuss."
"And what would you like to discuss?" Toren asked and, by his tone, Ehlena could tell that his mood had darkened. Good, she thought, for the things she had to tell him were too important to dismiss with a shrug and a jest.
"War is coming," she said. "It is a war that threatens to engulf all the lands and the many peoples of this world."
"You speak of Kandara," Toren said. "I have heard Cerric and Calexis have marched on the mountain kingdom."
"Kandara has fallen," Ehlena told him.
"How can you know this? A rider arrived just today with word that the attack had only just begun."
"News travel fast by horse, and faster on the wind," Ehlena told him. "I can hear many things. King Eric and his brother, Duke Boric are both dead. The eldest son, Elric is prisoner and his younger brother, prince Borrican is lost. Cerric continues to strengthen his army and with the troops from the Xallan Queen, whom he has married, he commands a sizeable force. But that is not all, Cerric, like me has received the spirit of a god and he is immensely powerful."
"I have heard rumors that Cerric had some strange magic," Toren said, pondering what she had told him. "Which of the five gods has gifted him with such power?"
"That is something of a mystery," Stavros said. "Cerric claims to be the god, Kroma, patron of warriors, but his every act is a contradiction of the mountain god."
"I cannot be sure, but I believe he may be both Kroma and Kenra," Ehlena told them both, admitting something she had been pondering as she sorted through the memories of the goddess, who was now completely a part of her.
"Cerric is two gods?" Toren's brow furrowed in confusion and he took a strong swallow from his cup. "It is strange enough to think of someone being joined with a god, but to join with two?"
"Ehlena," Stavros said. "You did not mention this before."
"I did not want to alarm the others," she said. "And I did not know, but as we traveled back from the pirate island, a few whispers on the wind have made me almost certain."
"Whispers on the wind? Is that like scrying from a great distance?"
Ehlena smiled, the knowledge of the goddess helping her understand the mage's concept of seeing and hearing things with magic. Her ability to hear things was simpler, but, in a way, far more powerful. She had been learning to use the powers of the Lady, though since she and the goddess had become the same, which meant she already knew such things, the knowledge was more like remembering something and using the powers was akin to stretching one's body after having slept for a time. She was learning very quickly and expanding her abilities. Since the goddess had an affinity for air, if Ehlena wished, she could hear anything spoken aloud by anyone anywhere, though discerning who exactly to listen to was a greater challenge. At the same time, certain things that carried on the wind would attract her attention, particularly when someone spoke of her or uttered her name, and while most people in this age only knew her as the Lady, one voice had spoken to her from afar, addressing her as Ayra, and in a voice she recognized. Ehlena was curious when she would meet the other god. As much as she was a different person from the goddess he knew, it was as though she knew him well, for they had long been companions and even lovers, in a different age. She realized that she had not answered Stavros' question and she turned to him.
"If you speak my name on the wind, I will hear it," she told him. "That is but one of the gifts of the Lady."
"Ah," Stavros said. "You have long had an affinity for the elements, particularly the air. I see that your power has great reach."
"I am still learning," she told him.
"You mean to tell me that you can hear when someone speaks from a great distance?" Toren looked skeptical.
"Yes," Ehlena said. "Though I cannot hear everything."
"Can you hear what I just whispered under my breath?" Toren asked.
"You just said that it was nonsense and that I could do with a trip to the healers." Ehlena told him. "You are sitting right here, so it is hard not to hear such things."
Toren looked at Ehlena then at Stavros.
"If Cerric means to attack Aghlar, then we must prepare," he said. "We are a bold people and will not easily be cowed, not by an army nor by a god."
"Good," Ehlena said. "Cerric means to attack the elven lands first, so there is time, but I ask two things."
"What would you ask? "
"I wish to enter the royal treasure galley and the Hall of Kings," Ehlena said.
"The hall of kings is sacred ground, a place of honor for the great men and women of the history of our kingdom. Only the rulers of Aghlar may tread in such a place. The treasure galley is also forbidden. Not one piece of gold or jewel may leave that ship without the agreement of the people," Toren told her. "You have chosen two very serious requests."
"That was only one of them, in two parts. Since I am your daughter and you are the king, then I am a princess of Aghlar and I have the right to enter the Hall of Kings. I merely sought your permission to be polite. As for the treasure galley, I do not seek gold or jewels. I wish to look for weapons, much like the king's sword that hangs above the mantle in your chambers."
"There are plenty of weapons at Aghlar, all of them made with excellent craftsmanship. What need do you have for some old weapons?"
"Ancient weapons," Ehlena said. "Cerric has been searching for them as well. I had hoped he would not find them or discover how to use them, but he has accomplished both and I fear what he might do with such power."
"What powers do these weapons possess?" Toren asked.
"They are called godswords," Ehlena told him, though she held back some details about the weapons; she would tell him the rest later, when there were fewer who might hear. For the time being, it was best to keep things simple. "They are weapons made for killing gods."
"Weapons to kill the gods?" Toren frowned. "Who would construct such things?"
"The gods themselves," Ehlena said, with a matching frown.
"If Cerric has already found these weapons, as you say, meaning he has more than one, searching for one of these swords amongst the treasure of our people will be like attempting to find a needle in a stack of hay."
"I suspect that more than one may be hidden away," she said. "Once upon a time, there were many of these weapons."
"Why would the five gods create so many?" Stavros asked, thinking along the same lines as Toren. If there were five gods, there would be five of these godswords. 
"The five gods did not create them," Ehlena replied. "It was the other gods, the ones who came before, and their numbers were many."
"You speak of ancient myths," Toren said.
"I speak of the second age, when the gods waged war between them and nearly destroyed the world." Ehlena struggled for a moment with the flood of memories that pushed their way into her thoughts, feeling a deep sadness as she glimpsed so many faces of those she once knew but did not know, moments long past in the life of the goddess, memories from a different life, but as real as if they were her own.
"How many gods were there, Ehlena," Stavros asked, curious, for he had come across mentions of the second age in his studies and had always thought the references to the gods suggested that there had once been more than the five gods who were known.
"There were many," she said. "Forgive me. It is difficult to think of them without profound sorrow, so let us not dwell on what cannot be undone. I still have not made my second request."
"By all means," Toren said, though his sarcasm was only half-hearted.
"I would like for you to meet with the pirates of Meer," Ehlena told him. 
"The pirates? Why would I speak to those thieving cowards? That leader of theirs, Lanos, pretends that they have reformed, claiming that they have become honest traders, but I have good cause to believe it is merely a pretense."
"Lanos no longer rules the pirates of Meer Island," Stavros told him. "And I think you will find their new leader most intriguing."
*****
 
"I wish you would stay," Carly told Zachary as she rolled across the thick blankets and rested her head on his thigh. "You could captain one of the ships and help me whip these laggard pirates into proper shape."
"I've responsibilities of my own, Carly," he said. "I know Ehlena and Stavros want to handle Aaron with kid gloves, but I worry about the lad. Not that he needs whipping into shape, but I would like to help him with his power. It is the least I can do for the son I did not have the chance to raise."
"I understand," Carly said, sliding her hand up the inside of his leg. "I am merely being selfish. Truth be told, I'd keep you here, locked in my cabin if I could."
"Oh? Do you fear I might run off with some other woman if you let me out of your sight?"
"No, Zachary," she said, crawling her fingers up further and enjoying how his body responded to her gentle teasing. "I know better than to try to keep you, and Aaron needs you. When I touched him, I could tell how hurt and confused he is, but I sensed that he is stronger than he seems."
"He is immensely powerful," Zachary said, and the fact that Aaron's powers exceeded even his own also made him very dangerous.
"That is not what I meant. Aaron is his own man, just as you are. If you are to help him, then you will remember that."
Zachary sighed.
"You are far wiser than you let on," he said.
"I have seen much of the world, and lived many lives. I am not so wise as you might think, but I have discovered many truths, the clearest of them all being that people cannot be true to themselves if they remain bound by others. Thus, I will release you from your captivity, on one condition."
"Always a catch with the pirate queen," Zachary said as she slid her body under the thick feather filled blanket and crawled atop him. "And what condition must I satisfy that I might win my freedom?"
"Need I say it?" Carly leaned in and kissed him lightly on the mouth, her tongue teasing his lips as she felt his powerful fire begin to warm her watery depths once again.
"Please do. I very much enjoy the sounds you make," he said with a grin as he grasped her hair in his strong hands and pulled her into a hard kiss.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
The air was thin and cold atop the snowcapped northern mountains and Borrican labored through the gusts of wind that sheared from many directions, pushing himself through the craggy peaks and sheer cliffs that descended to the rough trail below. He wondered why anyone would have created a path through such a forbidding place and was curious to know what might lie on the other side of the range. His question was answered when the mountains fell away, revealing a frozen land covered in ice and swirling with snow that fell from cloud covered grey skies. It appeared that the stories of the northern wastes were true, that it was a barren land, with little life and Borrican thought it was the perfect place for him to be to be while he struggled with his dragon form.
As he flew down from the mountains, he noticed several valleys, sheltered from the open lands ahead, and he saw some rough growth on the ground and patches of evergreen trees. He noticed some movement and saw the heat of small animals that lived in the sanctuary and his stomach growled with hunger. Borrican raised one of his wingtips and circled around high above and saw several flocks of wooly sheep roaming the short grasses at the bottom of the valley but he saw what looked like larger goats picking their way along the rocky slopes and thought they looked much more satisfying. After a quick meal, he worked his way up out of the valley and continued on toward the frozen lands beyond.
Borrican was surprised to see another range of mountains rising up on the horizon, with dark skies hanging overtop. At first he thought it might be signs of a storm and considered turning back to the valley, but then he scented smoke, and not the soot smell of a fire, but something sharper, acrid and sulfurous. No longer tired from hunger, Borrican pushed himself higher to get a better view and looked past the flat expanse of snow and ice, which he now realized was a very large frozen lake. He peered through the swirling snow and clouds of smoke and, before him he saw a land of molten fire.
As he neared the edge of the frozen lake, Borrican noticed what looked like a habitation of some kind, though it was nothing like any he had ever seen before. Sprawling at the edge of the frozen land, just before the fires and the smoke began was a kind of large village that looked to be made of a combination of ice and stone. He focused his dragon sight and saw people among the dwellings and wondered who they might be and why they would live in such a barren place. Most of them were dressed in white furs and leathers, which allowed them to blend in with the snow and ice, and when he looked more closely he saw that there were many more of them he had not noticed at first glance. Borican realized that they had seen him as well, as several of them pointed up at the sky in his direction. With his dark, black scales against the white sky he would surely stand out.
Since he had hoped to find a place to be alone, away from people of any sort, where he could do no harm, Borrican decided to continue on and within a few moments he passed out of the blinding snow of the frozen land to the black smoke and fire beyond. As he drew closer, he saw that the mountains that lay before him were hollow and filled with hot, molten lava that dripped out of them in slow moving rivers. On their far side, the terrain dropped into a landscape of craggy rock surrounded by rivers of fire that flowed in all directions and Borrican flew through the clouds of smoke and ash, wondering how far the flows of lava extended and what might lay beyond.
It was like a twitch of instinct, the feeling that he was being watched, then from the side something appeared through from the smoke, streaking toward him. Borrican felt the air rush out of him as he was thrown sideways, his wings folding over as he spun and fell from the sky. Rushing fast toward the lava, he managed to spin and catch the air on his wings and he swooped low over the molten rock. The drafts of heated air rising from the lava pushed him upward and he beat his wings hard, climbing quickly. He felt it again and Borrican ducked low, tucking his wings in tight and dropping as a dark shape flew over him and sharp claws raked across his armored back. He turned his head before it disappeared and, through the ash and smoke, he glimpsed his attacker, though the dragon within him already knew what it was. Just ahead of him, he caught sight of a shimmer of green and the gleam of metal in the dim, smoke filled air and he flapped his wings, trying to catch up to it, but a moment later, a large, green dragon appeared from the smoke right in front of him, rushing straight for him, its jaws wide open. 
Borrican stretched out his wings, trying to stop, to avoid colliding with it, but the creature flew straight toward him, its arms outstretched and, with a great roarr, the dragon hit him hard, knocking him backward. Its claws gripped his shoulders hard, sinking into his flesh and Borrican's wings folded around his attacker as he plummeted toward the ground. He tried to pry himself free, but it was no use, for the dragon was larger than he was, and more powerful. A moment later, Borrican hit the ground hard, his armored back sliding rough along the rock and stopping only a short distance away from a moving flow of hot lava.
"What is your name?" the dragon growled from between its teeth. "Who are you?"
"Who are you?" Borrican asked, and he realized that he could hear the dragon's words ringing both in the air and in his mind as well. "Why have you attacked me?"
"The defeated do not ask questions," the dragon said. "Now answer me, who are you?"
Borrican could sense other thoughts behind the dragon's words, but he could not make them out. It was strange to hear things twice, with echoes in his mind mixed with the sound of the dragon's voice and there was something about the two sounds that did not quite match, at least not what he expected. The voice he heard in his head was softer than the dragon's growl, lighter in a way, but no less threatening, and even though the dragon had him pinned hard against the ground, Borrican was somewhat relieved to have discovered another of his kind. Since he could not move, and he was curious to know more about the creature, he decided that he might as well answer the its questions.
"I am Borrican Akandar, of House Akandra, Prince of Kandara," he said. "Who are you?"
The dragon stared at him hard with its reptilian glare, its nose nearly touching his own.
"Akandra," the dragon growled, and again Borrican thought the voice in his head was intriguingly incongruous, almost musical in a sense. "I know this name. By rights of battle, I claim you as my vassal. You will do as I say or I will have your head."
"That sounds lovely," Borrican replied. "If it is a choice between getting ordered around or losing my head, I suppose I will take orders for now. Are you going to tell me your name?"
The dragon stepped back and released his shoulders from its powerful claws and Borrican saw that while the creature was surely a dragon like his own current form, it was very different and he noticed that its body was distinctively female. Unlike his own, jet black coloring, the dragon's skin was a dark green with a metallic sheen that reminded him of gold and silver and the heavily armored scales that ran along its back, tail and limbs glimmered with the hues of amber and brown with an almost iridescent sheen running through them. The dragon also had long, sharp horns that looked as though they were encrusted with enough jewels to fill a king's treasure house. The gems were a variety of colors but most of them various hues of green and blue, which also encrusted the creature's sharp talons and even sharper claws. Borrican used his wings to push himself up from his back and onto his feet.
"I am called Vale and I am of the Aledra," the dragon said, with voice that was now less of a growl and a hint of something feminine to it. "You are now my vassal and you will do my bidding."
"Wonderful," Borrican said. "Are you the only dragon who lives here or are there others?"
The dragon called Vale shifted on her feet and tilted her head to the side.
"You speak strangely, Akandar, but you should not speak at all unless I command it."
"That's not going to be very helpful to me," Borrican said. "As for speaking, I was hoping to figure out how to do that properly. It seems you can understand me though."
"I hear your thoughts, but your voice is that of a wildling. Are you a wildling?"
"I don't know what a wildling is," Borrican told her.
"It appears that you know nothing," Vale snorted derisively. "Perhaps you will not make a good vassal. Come, vassal, I must bring you to the circle of elders."
"Elders?" At least that seemed to answer his question. "You must mean other dragons, older than you."
"I am old enough," Vale said, her tone showing her irritation. "The elders are very old and very wise."
"I will be pleased to meet them," Borrican said. "I will follow you."
"No," she said. "You will fly ahead of me, where I can see you. I may have claimed you as my vassal, but you have not yet been bonded."
"Whatever you say," Borrican replied with a shrug, wondering what she meant, but he supposed he could ask the elders. "Which way is it?"
"You know nothing at all," she said with a sigh and Borrican caught an echo of what he thought was either disgust or disappointment, or perhaps both. 
"I know a lot more than nothing, but I must admit there are probably a lot of things I don't know," he said. "Which way to the elders?"
"Fly beside me," she said and leapt into the air.
He followed her and together they flew through the clouds of smoke over the seemingly endless flows of lava. Wary of another dragon attacking him from the clouds of smoke, Borrican kept a watchful eye.
"Must you make so much noise?" Vale said, glancing over at him with what he thought looked like more of a glare.
"Am I flying too loudly?"
"No, you are thinking too loudly," she told him. "All of dragonkind can hear you. It is as though you want them to attack us."
"That is the last thing I want," Borrican said.
"Then quiet your thoughts."
"I don't know what you mean," he said. "Do you want me to stop thinking?"
Vale looked over at him again, seemingly confounded.
"Yes," she said after a moment. "It would be best if you did not think."
"Don't think," Borrican said. "I will do my best not to think."
"You are thinking about not thinking," Vale growled. "You know less than nothing. You are very stupid, Akandar."
"I am not stupid," Borrican growled, his irritation turning quickly to anger, and he felt the urge to attack her.
"If you wish to live beyond this day, you will not think about attacking me," Vale said.
"I was not going to attack you," Borrican insisted. "Can you hear my every thought?"
"Yes," she said. "You speak like a full blood, but you have the knowledge of a hatchling."
"A hatchling?"
"Yes, you are like a hatchling, a youngling at best. Now be quiet."
Borrican somehow felt like he had just been spoken to like a hatchling, the way a mother might scold a disobedient child. He grumbled to himself then he realized that Vale could probably hear every thought. Borrican wondered how he could think of nothing, since the idea of not thinking did not make any sense. Vale looked over at him and growled, so he tried to focus on things he saw, the lava, the rocks, the patches of grey sky breaking through the black clouds of smoke.
"Now you are describing where we are," Vale told him. "That is very unwise."
"Why?"
"We are at the flows," she said, which Borrican took to mean the rivers of lava below them. "At the flows, there are many contests, many battles."
"Between dragons?"
Vale glanced at him again and Borrican did not need to hear the echoes of her voice to know what she was thinking. He cleared his mind and thought about as little as possible, focusing on the feeling of the wind on his wings as he flew across the sky. They emerged from the clouds of smoke to a land of mist and steam that rose up from hot pools of water that flowed into streams that ran across the rocky terrain. Patches of green moss and short grass that grew longer and streams flowed together and became a river that meandered its way through the low, rolling hills toward a lake at center of a large valley that was surrounded by craggy peaks. It reminded Borrican of Kandara, though the land below was empty and there was neither a city nor people, but he saw that there were many dragons instead.
Many of them appeared to be resting, while others were gathered in groups, likely talking about whatever dragons might talk about. A number of the creatures turned their heads skyward and stared as Borrican flew past and he did his best not to think of anything, as Vale had told him. The last thing he wanted to do would be to offend or anger the dragons, especially since many of them looked to be much larger and more powerful than he was. Several of them leapt into the air and began following them as Vale flew toward the largest peak. Borrican saw a large opening, a kind of cave, on the side of the mountain, with a flat plateau of rock jutting out from its base and he followed the dragon, matching her flight as she swooped down then spread her wings and slowed her descent to land just outside the entrance. 
Borrican followed her through the large entrance and into a very large cavern. After a moment, his eyes adjusted to the darkness and Borrican saw that the inside of the mountain was a large, round, flat surface and, above it, were numerous rock ledges with dark caverns behind them. Vale made her way toward the center of the circle and glanced back at Borrican with a look that said he should follow. She stopped in the center and thrust out her wing in front of Borrican, which he took to mean that he should stand a few steps behind her. Vale glanced back at him to make sure he had settled in place then she turned again and looked up to the many ledges in the cavern and let out a thunderous roar. The intense challenge in her dragon voice startled Borrican and the dragon part of him felt the threat in her call, which he found to be a strange way to announce oneself.
From the darkness behind the ledges on the inside of the hollow mountain, dragon shapes appeared and Borrican had to strain to see the creatures as they emerged from their individual caves. He half expected to hear them return Vale's greeting, but there was only silence in the cavern, broken only by the sound of slow, deep breaths, and Borrican realized that the dragons were communicating with their thoughts and he was not included in the discussion. He resigned himself to wait silently and did his best to think as little as possible.
"Vale," said one of the dragons, who was perched on one of the lower ledges. "Who is this creature you have brought here?"
"He is Akandar and calls himself Borrican, from the land of Kandara," she said, sending her thoughts to the assembled elders. "He is a strange dragon."
"Akandar?" roared another dragon, from another ledge, higher up. "Why has the son of Akandar left his lands?" The dragon shuffled forward to the edge and looked down at the two dragons standing in the center of the circle below.
"I have heard of the Akandar," Vale said. "I do not know the story of this house."
"Youngling," said the first dragon, and Borrican glanced over at Vale in curious amusement as the dragond continued. "The Akandra are an old house among our kind. They remained in the mountain lands to the south to honor an oath made by the great Talon Akandar, an oath made to the younger creatures, the humans who now call themselves Kandarans."
"An oath to the humans?" Vale was surprised to hear of such a thing. "Why would a dragon commit to those creatures?"
The first dragon on the lower ledge glanced up at the others then back at Vale and Borrican.
"It was an agreement between Talon and a dragonfriend, an oath of honor between kindred spirits. It is an old story, one you will learn when you receive the wisdom of your line. It is enough to say that the dragons of the Akandra line have honorably protected the people of the mountains for many generations." 
"And why would a son of Akandar appear in the flows?" Vale asked. "I thought to take him as a vassal, though when we fought, he offered little challenge. These Akandra must be a weak house."
"The Akandra are far from weak," said the other dragon. "Though it is faint, I can even smell the true fire already burning within him."
"This dragon possesses such power?" Vale looked at Borrican for a moment, her curiosity sparked though she remained skeptical. "He can barely speak."
"The Akandra live among the humans and they are raised as human until they come of age," the first dragon explained. "After a time, they are sent here to learn our ways. It is surprising that this one comes to us with so little knowledge. I remember his father, Eric and would not think he would be so neglectful of his duties to teach his young. It appears we have much work to do with this one."
"Then he is here for instruction?" Vale was a little disappointed. She had hoped to gain a vassal, and if the young Akandar dragon was of a powerful line it would be to her advantage, but his lack of knowledge and weakness as a fighter was far from promising. And, if he was oathbound, it did not seem likely that she could keep him either way.
"Akandar," said the first dragon, turning his eyes to look directly at the young dragon and opening his thoughts to him. "You have come to learn our ways?"
"Yes," Borrican said, glad he was no longer being left out of the conversation.
"You come to us with little knowledge," the dragon roared. "Why has your father not instructed you?"
"He has been killed," said another dragon. "Your thoughts tell of this, young Akandar."
Borrican realized that he was thinking again and he did his best to clear his mind and keep his thoughts very specific, for there were some things he was not sure he wanted them to know.
"Killed!" roared the higher dragon. "Who would kill the Akandra?"
"A king from the land to the south who claims to be a god," Borrican answered, using his thoughts, though his words came out as a series of nearly unintelligible growls. "He is very powerful and dangerous."
"Who protects the lands of Kandara?"
"Kandara has fallen to the god-king," Borrican told them, keeping his thoughts focused on his memories of the battle and how his uncle and father were killed, hoping they would not hear or see his other thoughts about how his brother, Elric betrayed the kingdom.
The dragons on the other ledges shuffled around in the darkness and Borrican sensed they were again discussing something and not including him in their thoughts. A dragon from one of the highest ledges very far up the cavern walls looked down at him.
"This power of a god, we have felt such things on the wind," an old, dry voice said in Borrican's mind, followed by rasping words from the dragon. "You will be instructed in our ways, young Akandra. This young queen will see to this task, and you will serve her with honor and obedience though you shall not be bonded."
Vale looked up at the old dragon on the high ledge and was both pleased and frustrated at what she had said, for the dragon was one of the oldest and most powerful queens in the realm, one who counted many of the dragons in the cavern of elders as her vassals. Since she was only a youngling herself, with no males to command, and low stature, she had never heard the ancient queen speak and, even though it was a great honor to hear the thoughts of one so revered, Vale did not see why she should not be allowed to bond a vassal she had fairly claimed.
"Why may he not be bonded?" she asked as respectfully as possible.
"The oath of the Akandra," rasped the great queen. "The line of Akandar is oathbound. They may not be claimed, unless you wish to become oathbound to the humans yourself."
"Oathbound to humans?" Vale was mortified at the idea of being beholden to such creatures. She was also irritated that the elders wanted her to keep the Akandra dragon as a vassal even though he could not be bonded since there was little benefit to her. Still, for a young dragon such as herself, who had yet to win any vassals, having even one was better than having none. She sensed the elder dragons becoming impatient with her impertinence and knew she had little choice in the matter. "I will do as the elders have commanded."
"Good," said the first dragon, on the lower ledge. "We will discuss these matters further." He turned his attention to Borrican. "Akandar. You are welcome here among us, but you will obey Vale and treat her as your queen."
"Do I have a choice?" Borrican asked, though he suspected he already knew the answer.
"Not if you wish to remain here," the dragon answered. "Is that your desire?"
"Yes," he replied. "I will stay for now. You have my thanks, elders." Borrican nodded his head at the dragons and almost all at once they roared, their fierce growling dragon calls filling the cavern.
Borrican was worried that he had offended the elders but Vale's thoughts told him that they should leave the mountain. They made their way from the circle toward the cavern entrance and saw the platform outside teeming with other dragons, who appeared interested in the newcomer. Vale turned to him as they neared the opening.
"You will ignore all the dragons here and follow me," she told him. "I will fly fast, and you must keep up."
"As you say," Borrican replied as he followed her out into the smoky grey daylight. 
Flying was about the only thing he figured he was getting good at in his dragon form, and the journey from Kandara through the shearing winds of the high northern mountains had provided him with more than a few lessons.
"And think no thoughts," Vale reminded him as she leapt from the rock and took to the air.
Borrican pushed himself into the air and followed her as she climbed hard and fast. As he struggled to keep up with her he sensed something below him and saw that many of the other dragons had also leapt into the air and were chasing after them. Borrican was not sure why they would want to follow them, but he caught a thought from Vale that it would be better if they left in a hurry. He worked his wings as hard as he could as they ascended higher and higher, flying above the drifts of smoke and even the dampness of the clouds above. It was not long before they breached the pale grey mists and emerged to blue skies and bright sunlight, which was a sharp contrast to the dullness below. Borrican noticed the air was becoming thinner and the muscles along his wings were growing tired. He was glad when Vale turned her head and looked at him with what looked like a grin.
"Try to keep up," she said, then she angled her wings back and pulled them tighter to her body and began to dive, heading back toward the layer of clouds just as the other dragons began to emerge from the grey.
Borrican followed her lead and angled his wings the same way. He was amazed at how quickly he began to pick up speed but was still able to control his flight. The two of them shot through the clouds and, in seemingly no time, they were back into the smoky air and could see the land below. Vale angled herself across the open valley toward a gap in the crags that surrounded it. As the two of them sped across the sky, Borrican glanced back and saw that the other dragons had followed them back down and were giving chase. He wondered why they would follow him then he heard a thought from Vale.
"Stop thinking and fly!"
Borrican realized that the gap in the mountains she was heading toward was barely large enough for them to fly through and the smoke that hung over the range appeared to be very thick. They cut through the smoke and flew into a tight canyon between the mountains. At the speed they were flying, Borrican was barely able to avoid smashing into the craggy cliffs on either side of him. As the smoke grew thicker, he did his best to stay close to the dragon as she disappeared around corners ahead of him and through the black clouds of soot and ash, reappearing again then disappearing. Borrican figured that Vale probably knew where she was going, so he focused on keeping her tail in sight and cleared his mind of every other thought except flying.
Even though he did not dare look back, Borrican could sense the presence of other dragons following them as they twisted and turned through the rocky canyon. The smoke became thicker still and his wingtips scraped along the rough walls, throwing him off balance, sending him on a dangerous angle toward a rock face ahead. He tightened his wings against the buffeting wind and lifted his shoulder just enough to curve his path around the face of the cliff then he saw the ground drop away and the smoke in the air cleared as he emerged from the canyon into a wide green, mist covered valley with a river running through it. He followed Vale as she spread her wings and began to slow her flight, curving around and hovering in the air with a steady beat of her wings. As Borrican joined her, he saw several dragons emerge from the canyon and immediately veer off, shooting skyward and over the rocky peaks.
"Why do they not follow us?" he asked.
"It is forbidden," she said. "We do not battle one another in the sanctuaries."
"That's what this place is?"
"It is my home," she told him. "Come, I must introduce you to my mother."
Borrican followed Vale to the far end of the valley, where a tall, thin waterfall dropped down from high cliffs next to a cavern that was cut into the steep rock wall. She roared at the cavern opening and a few moments later a large, green dragon emerged. Borrican was amazed at the sight of the creature. She was much larger than Vale and her scales glimmered like emeralds in the pale daylight, and her long, sharp horns were encrusted almost to their tips with what looked like actual green gemstones.
"Vale," the dragon growled with a toothy smile. "It appears you have won a vassal."
"No, mother," Vale said. "I have won nothing. This youngling is Borrican of the Akandra. The elders say if I bond him, then I will become oathbound, to humans."
"Akandra," the green dragon said with a note of recognition. "Eric would be your father."
"Yes," Borrican replied, trying to keep his thoughts simple. "He was my father. He no longer lives."
"I am very saddened to hear of this." Vale's mother frowned. "I knew him, when he would visit our lands."
"He never spoke of this place," Borrican told her. "To be honest, he never spoke of much about dragons."
"Borrican knows nothing," Vale said.
"Stop saying that," Borrican growled. "I don't know all that much about being a dragon, but I know a lot about being the Prince of Kandara, of battle tactics, of history and lots of other things."
"Borrican knows very little of import," Vale said. "He is my vassal, but the elders say I cannot bond him, so I do not see the point in keeping him."
"Borrican," Vale's mother said. "I am Vana, of the Aledra and you are welcome here."
"You have my thanks, Lady Vana," Borrican said.
She cocked her head and stared at him with her golden eyes. "Your thoughts do not match your words, young Borrican, and though I sense intelligence in you, your thoughts lack control."
"I thought he might be a wildling at first," Vale said.
"An Akandar wildling?" Her mother laughed. "The Akandra are the least wild of our kind, though something about him does not seem right." Vana looked at him more closely and Borrican thought he felt something tugging at his mind. "Oh dear," she said, looking concerned. "Borrican, what has become of your mother?"
"My mother?" He was not sure why that might be important. "She died several years ago."
"And your father, Eric? When did he fall?"
"Only days ago. He fought the self proclaimed god-king, Cerric of Maramyr, who attacked Kandara," Borrican told her. "It was a mighty battle but my father lost to Cerric. I would not have believed that a man could fight a dragon with only his bare hand, but I tried to fight him myself and he is very powerful. My uncle, Boric was also killed by the treacherous lizard men who fight for Cerric."
Vana's expression grew dark and, for a moment, Borrican sensed a flash of rage and sorrow emanating from her thoughts. He was surprised at the sheer power of her emotions, and it was as though the air around them began to waver with heat. Vana closed her eyes and breathed deeply for a moment and the sensation of her thoughts receded.
"These things are cause for grave concern, and I will surely discuss them with the elders. For now, it appears you have lost the elder dragons of your line and you have not had a queen for several years. How long ago was it that you took your dragon form?"
"When my father was killed," Borrican told her. "I have only been a dragon for a matter of days. It was one of the last things my father showed me before he died. He tried to speak to me before, but I could not hear him, not until just before the end."
"I see," Vana said pensively. "These are very unfortunate events. I cannot believe you have been without a queen for this long, but perhaps it does not matter as much since you were living as a human, but now that you are a dragon, there are many things to consider. I see why the elders sent you here."
"The elders said that I am to treat Vale as a queen, but I don't what that means to dragons or why it is important," Borrican said, wondering why the dragons seemed so obsessed with such a thing.
"It is very important," Vana told him. "Without a queen, the Akandra are lost. Eric did not tell you any of this?"
"He had very little time," Borrican told her. "It was only just before he was killed that he was able to share his thoughts with us, my brother and I." Borrican quickly pushed away his thoughts about his brother but he felt his anger begin to rise and he worried that something about Elric's betrayal might have slipped through.
"The elders were wise to send you here." Vana looked at her daughter for a moment then back to Borrican. "It is very fortunate that you found your way to us, for you are in grave danger."
"Yes," Borrican agreed. "I believe this god-king would happily kill me if I try to return to Kandara, though it is my hope to challenge him, for I wish to free my people."
"You misunderstand," she said. "You have no queen, none of your house to temper the beast within you. Without a queen, it is possible that you may become a wildling."
"What does that mean, to become a wildling?"
"It means you will die," Vale told him.
"Not exactly," her mother said, casting her daughter a chastising look. "It means you may lose your sense of self, Borrican."
"And then what?" Borrican asked with an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of his stomach.
"Wildlings are exactly what they sound like. They are wild and thus they are terrible and destructive. There have been very few wildlings among our kind over these last generations, but it is no secret that when a dragon falls prey to the madness, they must be stopped."
"How does one stop a dragon?" Borrican asked. "What happens to them?"
"They are killed," Vana told him.
Borrican imagined what he might do if he lost control. It was for precisely that reason he had left Kandara, hoping to find somewhere far away from where he might harm anyone. 
"I would not want to become a wildling," Borrican said. Vana frowned.
"It is possible that Vale might be able to help you."
"How can I help him?" Vale asked.
"You can bond him," her mother said.
"The elders said that he would not be bonded."
"I understand why they would be against it, but such a thing may be necessary. I will speak with the elders but for now, do as they have commanded."
"What if I do not wish to bond him?" Vale asked. "Can't another queen do it?"
"I doubt another would be willing," Vana told her daughter. "And it may not even be possible, for the Akandar line can only bond with those with those who possess the power of the Akandra."
"Then why is it that I can bond him? I am not an Akandar. We are Aledran."
"Vale, you are both Aledra and Akandar," Vana said. It was something she hoped she would never have to tell her daughter, but given the predicament of the young Akandar and Vale's obvious antagonism toward him, she decided it was for the best. "Tell me, how did you find each other?"
"We did not so much find each other. She attacked me from a cloud of smoke," Borrican said.
"How is it that I am of the Akandra?" Vale asked, ignoring her mother's question, more interested in what she had said before.
Vana stared at her daughter for a moment.
"Borrican, your father must have known, or he would not have sent you here," Vana said.
"He did not," Borrican replied. "I did not even know there were dragons in these lands. I merely sought to find a place where I could learn to control my dragon thoughts without harming anyone."
"And you found your way directly to Vale," Vana said.
"Mother, how is it that I am of the Akandra?" Vale repeated, sharply.
"Many years ago, when Borrican's father and uncle, Eric and Boric came to our lands, a bonding was attempted."
"Attempted? You tried to bond an Akandra, knowing they were oathbound?"
"Yes, Vale," Vana said. "That is likely the reason Borrican found his way to you. His Akandar blood would naturally seek others of his line, especially if he is without a queen."
"So we are cousins?" Borrican was surprised and a little angry. There was so much that his father and his uncle had not told him.
"Perhaps," Vana said. "I do not know which of them, whether it was Eric or Boric who is Vale's father, but such things do not matter among our kind."
"You tried to bond them both?" Vale asked.
"It was a different time," Vana told her daughter. "The thought of combining the Aledra and Akandra lines was a very appealing idea."
"But they are oathbound to humans," Vale said.
"Yes," Vana replied. "They also rule the lands that were once our home. I did not see a problem with the oath, but the other elders thought otherwise. In the end, it did not matter though, for the bonding did not take, at least not with Eric, though I always thought there may have been a connection of some kind with his brother, Boric, for he has often been in my thoughts. Tell me, Borrican, did your uncle ever marry in the way the humans do?"
"No," Borrican said. "He often joked that he was not the marrying kind, but people who usually say such a thing tend to have affairs with many different people, and I don't remember Boric having any such involvements."
"I see," Vana said. "I assume that Boric never took full dragon form."
"I do not think so," Borrican said. "He was like half dragon, half man and he never explained it to me. I only learned about this power when the Maramyrians and the Xallans attacked Kandara. I would imagine that he would have become a dragon if he could have, but he was a fearsome fighter and fearless unto the end."
"That sounds like Boric. I suppose it does not matter what form he took," Vana said. "What is important now is finding a way to temper your emotions. It is one of the challenges many young drakes face when they come of age. Without a wyvern to bond them, they become wild, so they are sent out to the flows where the heat of the lava calms them and where they may occupy themselves with finding their essence. Wyverns visit the flows to search for drakes to bond with and take vassals from among those they are able to best in a challenge."
"So, drakes are boy dragons and wyverns are girl dragons?" Borrican asked and he immediately felt like hitting himself in the forehead. 
He had not even meant to ask such a simplistic question but it was difficult not to let things slip out when communicating with his thoughts. Vale snorted a puff of smoke from her nose then turned, leapt into the air and flew away in disgust and her mother laughed.
"It appears you have much to learn," Vana said.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
"It is not such a simple request, Ariana," Rolan told her as they walked through the palace grounds. "Quenta is correct that the Kandarans cannot stay in Elvanar. It is rare that we allow anyone who is not of the forest to enter our realm, and even then there is much debate."
"But others have been permitted to come here in the past," Ariana said, determined that there would be a way to persuade the elves to grant sanctuary to the refugees from the mountain kingdom from which she had returned the previous night.
She had awakened early intending to seek Rolan's advice before they were due at the elven court, but she was pleased when he appeared at her chamber in the palace to greet her return. It was a beautiful morning and Rolan had suggested that they might discuss what was on her mind during a stroll through the palace gardens. The idyllic tranquility of the flowing fountains and beautiful flowering vines was a pleasant contrast to the desolation Ariana had witnessed in Kandara and the hard march over the mountains over the past days and she was glad of the chance to let go of some of her tension, but the sun had risen above the horizon so they were now headed for the court, which was soon to begin. Unfortunately, if Rolan's responses to her ideas about helping the Kandaran people she had rescued from her uncle's army were any indication, convincing the elven court might prove difficult at best.
"Yes, but they were exceptions, and usually high ranking nobles like kings, queens and such," Rolan pointed out. "You are suggesting that several thousand common people and hundreds of soldiers be allowed not just to visit, but to live in the forest. It is unthinkable."
"Why, Rolan? Why is it unthinkable?" Ariana asked. "Their kingdom has fallen and they have no place to go. What if circumstances were reversed?"
"I am sorry that I can be of little help," Rolan told her. "I must agree with Quenta on this matter."
"I had hoped that you at least would be reasonable," Ariana said in obvious frustration.
They made their way into the court and found Quenta and Laurana already seated at their thrones with the rest of the court elves assembled before them. It appeared that the discussions had already begun and Ariana thought she saw Quenta give a strange look to Rolan as they approached the dais. It was odd that they were the only two who were late, though she was sure that they should have arrived with ample time before the session began.
"Good of you to join us, cousin," Quenta said.
"I was unaware that the court was to meet early," Ariana said as she took her seat. "Rolan made no mention of it. Were we not informed of this for some reason?"
The court elves turned their masked faces to look at Rolan, as he sat among them.
"Perhaps there was some miscommunication," Laurana said, turning to look at Quenta for a moment. "As I am sure you are aware, we have been discussing the large group of Kandarans and Maramyrians who are currently camped at our border."
"And are we discussing how we might provide for their safety and assist them in some way?" Ariana asked, determined to undo whatever arguments Quenta might have already put forward.
"No," Quenta said. "We are discussing what actions to take should they dare to breach our border. I am of the opinion that we should task those among the Elven Guard who are known to be Rangers and have them patrol the area. Should any of the outsiders venture into the forest, it can be up to them to make sure they safely find their way out. That would be the most sensible since we are also discussing increasing the security of the forest against those who might intrude or invade. It would not do for these refugees or the Maramyrian soldiers who are loyal to you, the rightful Queen of Maramyr, to be shot down by our archers. We would not want to mistake them for the other Maramyrian soldiers, who have already begun to invade our eastern borders."
There were murmurs and whispers of agreement from the members of the court and Ariana cursed inwardly. It appeared that Quenta had already moved the discussions past the main issue she wished to pursue and she knew she would have to be very persuasive.
"It would make more sense to find an area within the forest where these people might be granted sanctuary," Ariana said. "There are several dozen Kandaran soldiers, members of the city guard mostly, who could easily see that the people do not wander where they are not permitted. As for the Maramyrians, you fought alongside Captain Nathas and Lord Kaleb. They and the hundreds they command would be most useful in defending Elvanar against Cerric's forces, especially since they know the enemy best."
"An interesting idea," Laurana said. "However, it has already been decided that the Kandaran people will be allowed to stay at the edge of the forest. Quenta made the proposal and the vote was unanimous, not counting Rolan and yourself."
"I see," Ariana said. "Can we not discuss the option of designating a safer place and vote on that?"
"The decision has been made," Quenta said. "The Kandarans and their soldiers should consider themselves fortunate that we are permitting them to camp as close to Elvanar as they are already. Now we are now discussing the particulars of how best to manage the fact that there is an army of another kingdom also camped at the edge of our forest."
"That army, as you call it, is what remains of the Maramyrian force that declared their loyalty to me and fought against the real enemy along side the Elven Guard. They are formidable fighters with skilled commanders but they are hardly a threat to Elvanar," Ariana said, letting a note of irritation slip into her voice.
"Then let them defend the Kandarans," Quenta said.
Ariana knew that Quenta had her hemmed in and she would have to do something if she was to convince the court that the Kandaran people must be protected.
"The Kandarans are not fighters," Ariana said, looking to Laurana and the members of the court. "They are a peaceful people, who have lived under the protection of very powerful lords, who we now know are dragonkind, or at least they were before Cerric killed them. Against such power, if Cerric and his armies move to attack Elvanar, these people will be slaughtered. If we do not grant them protection, then their blood will be on our hands."
"It is clear that Princess Ariana feels strongly about this issue," Laurana said diplomatically. "Is the court willing to revisit the matter?"
There was some whispering and murmuring from among the members and one of them, an elf whose name Ariana could not remember, stood up.
"The court is willing, milady," he said.
"This matter has been settled," Quenta said. "If the princess feels so strongly about it, perhaps it is due to her divided loyalties. She is, after all, not just a princess of Solari, but a half-blood, who is also the queen of a foreign land, one whose soldiers are at our borders as allies, and whose soldiers may also be our enemies."
"What are you saying, Quenta?" Ariana asked coldly.
"I am saying that perhaps you should not be part of this discussion in the first place. You are only recently come to Elvanar and though you may be a daughter of Solari, most of your days have been spent as a royal of a foreign land, one that threatens our peace."
"My loyalty is to peace," Ariana said, staring directly at her cousin. Remembering herself and checking her anger, she turned to the members of the court. "I want nothing more than to stop Cerric and this Xallan Queen he has married. They have already destroyed Kandara, and they must not be allowed to do the same to Elvanar, but Cerric has gained a terrible power and commands a vast army with lizard men and mages. I have seen how expertly the Elven Guard fights, and our forces are very impressive, but we must use every advantage to defend this land and any innocents who might be caught between the blades. 
"The Kandarans are landless and they are not fighters. They are no threat to Elvanar and attempting to protect them separately will divide what forces we have at our disposal. I propose that we find a place where the Kandarans can be kept safe from harm and that we use the talents of the soldiers to assist with our defense. They have declared their loyalty to me and my loyalty is to the life and safety of everyone in this forest and to the life and safety of the innocents of every land who are caught in the terror that Cerric has unleashed."
"A very impassioned plea," Laurana said. "Perhaps it is worth considering such an arrangement."
All eyes were on Quenta as he leaned his elbow on the arm of his throne and rested his chin on his hand. He let out a deep sigh.
"It is clear that my cousin cannot think clearly on this issue and wishes to save every lost animal." He straightened in his chair and lifted his head from his hand. "If we are to consider her proposal, then I think it only fair that she recuse herself from the court."
"Recuse?" Ariana was unfamiliar with the term.
"Yes," Quenta said. "If we are to enlist the assistance of these Maramyrian solders and their commanders, who, I will admit, are somewhat capable and could prove useful against the enemy, then there can be no question of their loyalty. If you are willing to relinquish control of these soldiers to the Elven Guard and recuse yourself from the decisions of this court until this conflict has been resolved, then the court might grant your request of sanctuary for the Kandarans."
"You wish to remove me from the court?" Ariana said, and though she sounded shocked by his proposal, it did not surprise her in the slightest.
"Of course not," Quenta said. "You will simply agree to abstain from voting until the Kandarans and the Maramyrian soldiers have left Elvanar. Have you considered what might be the situation if your uncle, Cerric were to be defeated and you were restored to your throne in Maramyr? Would you continue to have a say in matters at Elvanar? Would you rule in both lands? If a matter were to come before the court that presented a conflict between Elvanar and Maramyr, whose side would you take?"
"I would take whichever side was more just," Ariana said. "What is the point of this, Quenta? We are discussing the safety of innocent people and you are playing political games."
"I am proposing everything for which you have asked," he replied. "The Kandarans will be granted safety within our forest, and will be protected both by the Elven Guard and the Maramyrian soldiers, just as you have suggested, on the condition that you agree to step back and agree that we of Elvanar will deal with these matters in our own way. I will further give my personal word that, if you agree to these terms, I will see to it that both the Kandarans and your Maramyrian soldiers will be treated with respect as though they were of our people. When this conflict is resolved and these outsiders have left our forests, then your divided loyalties will no longer be in question and you may resume voting on matters before the court. It is a fair proposal."
Ariana turned over what Quenta had said. It was obvious that he did not want her at court, and his proposal would effectively silence her, and she could not help but wonder if that had been his purpose all along. In exchange, he was willing to give her everything she wanted and Ariana was more concerned with the safety of the people so it was tempting to agree, but she noticed that when Quenta had made his little speech and his proposal he had given away a few things and she had a fairly good guess at his endgame.
"If my loyalties concern you, Quenta, you may challenge me at any time as you did before. Otherwise, do not demean this court with your petty accusations and suspicions. You are better than that, and so are the people of Elvanar. That being said, I am grateful that you and the court are amenable to moving the Kandarans to a safe location, and for showing such mercy, I will agree to 'recuse' myself from voting in this court but only on issues concerning the defense of this land, for which I am sure you already have plans which you intend to present here. Do as you will, but the soldiers of Maramyr are loyal to me and will remain under my command, as the rightful Queen of Maramyr and as a Princess of Solari. 
"If you question their loyalty, then you question mine and I will not take such accusations lightly, as I am sure you would not if someone were to question your loyalty or your commitment to the safety of the people. I will state my intent here and now, so there will be no question of it. My first priority is the defense of Elvanar and any who have become victims of Cerric's aggression but it is clear, Quenta, that you do not welcome my help in such a task, so I will leave those matters to you. I will also order the Maramyrian troops under the command of Captain Nathas and Lord Kaleb to cooperate with you and provide assistance as you require. However, I intend to retake Maramyr and it is only right that the Maramyrian troops will lead that charge, so I will expect that they will not be abused the way Cerric did by placing them in indefensible positions. Since your previous proposal made no provisions for the defense of Elvanar by those brave and loyal soldiers, then you clearly believe that they are not needed on the front lines against Cerric's forces. Thus, the use of them will be subject to my approval or the approval of their commanders, Captain Nathas or Lord Kaleb. In other words, you will treat the Maramyrians as an allied force and coordinate with them, affording Captain Nathas and Lord Kaleb respect according to their position, as though they were of our people, as Quenta has so eloquently said."
Ariana hoped that she had made her case well enough to turn things around. It was obvious to her that Quenta wanted her to relinquish her seat at court and, from the little game they had played this morning, that Rolan was not entirely true in his helpful friendship. She knew she was a newcomer to the court of the elves, but she hoped that by now she had proven herself to the rest of the elven court and to Laurana, whom she noticed had listened intently to her speech.
"And what of the Rangers?" Quenta asked.
"A compromise then," Laurana said, answering before Quenta could launch into a counter argument. "We will provide sanctuary inside our borders for the Kandarans and they will be guarded by the Rangers. Members of the Queen's Guard will also assist with this task, which is my prerogative. The Maramyrian soldiers will be seconded to Prince Quenta under the approval of Princess Ariana and her commanders, but she will withhold her votes in this court on matters of the defense of our realm until such time as the enemy has been repelled and she is ready to lead a force to retake Maramyr. Does the court find this agreeable?"
The elves conferred with one another for a few moments and Rolan stood.
"The court agrees, your highness," he said.
"Quenta?" Laurana turned to her son.
"My opinion on this is no secret, but I will agree on one condition," he said. "Should Ariana, daughter of Aria and Princess of Solari, who is also the daughter of Gregor of House Coromyr and heir to the throne of Maramyr, successfully regain the throne of that other kingdom, it is only right that she should choose between the two thrones, for she cannot be loyal to both."
"And why not?" Ariana asked. "Is there some reason one cannot be loyal to peace between two kingdoms, especially if they are in close alliance?"
"In case you had not noticed, Princess, these two kingdoms are preparing for war against one another," Quenta retorted.
"And they would not be if I had the throne," Ariana shot back.
"These are discussions for another time," Laurana said, interrupting them before Ariana and Quenta's debate devolved to bickering.
"Prince Quenta's condition is unreasonable," Ariana insisted.
"Now is not the time," Laurana repeated.
"There is no reason we cannot make this decision now," Quenta said.
"Such an act, to abdicate the throne is not something to be done lightly," Laurana said. "If such a thing were to even be discussed, it will be done separately from these matters. My word on that is final. The court may agree or disagree with the rest of the proposal. What say you to the arrangement as I have stated it?"
"We agree with the terms outlined by the queen," Rolan said.
"Agreed," Ariana added.
"I will agree to this," Quenta said. "However, I ask that the court and the queen will consider the issue I have presented and think carefully about how many of our long held traditions we have already broken. How many more of our laws, our ways will be changed with a half-breed who wears two crowns sitting on a throne at Elvanar?"
"Quenta," Laurana said, her tone sharp.
"That is fine," Ariana said. "Think on those things and consider the advantage to Elvanar that one of our own might also rule in the neighboring kingdom of Maramyr. There may be two sides to every coin, but the world is not so simple as being one thing or another. Only the simple minded would think it so."
"With the assent of the three thrones and the court in agreement, this matter is decided," Laurana said. "Are there any other things to discuss this day?"
"I am curious what role Ariana will have in the defense of Elvanar since she has agreed to recuse herself from these discussions," Quenta said.
"I have agreed to withhold my vote," Ariana said. "That does not mean I cannot speak in court. However, you will have your way, Quenta. The Rangers have reported that Cerric is now moving the bulk of his army back to Maramyr, so I intend to travel north to the lands of Kandara to see what forces Cerric has left in place there, that we might determine the overall strength of his forces."
"A scouting mission," Quenta said. "And will you be taking the Queen's Guard with you? Will they not be busy guarding the Kandarans in our forest?"
"I will require only my personal guard," Ariana said. "It would not be much of a scouting mission if I took a large force with me." 
"I see no reason to prevent you from leaving Elvanar," Quenta replied.
"The court cannot deny your wish to travel where you will, but I am not particularly enamored of this idea, Ariana," Laurana said.
"If this is not a matter for the court, then we can discuss it privately if you wish," Ariana told her, hoping that Laurana would not take offense to her standing her ground in front of the others.
"We will," Laurana said then she turned to the members of the court. "Quenta will oversee the preparations to defend Elvanar and I will have the Queen's Guard make arrangements to provide refuge for the Kandaran people. The court is dismissed."
The court elves stood and, after a short bow to the three thrones, they exited the room. Quenta rose and followed them out and Ariana waited behind with Laurana, expecting that the queen would have a few unpleasant things to say about her plan.
"You did well," Laurana said once the room was clear. "It was unfair of Quenta and Rolan not to inform you that the court was to meet early today."
"I would expect nothing less from Quenta, but I am disappointed in Rolan," Ariana said. "I thought he might be a friend."
"Rolan may yet be your friend, Ariana, but when it comes to matters of court, you would be wise to trust only yourself. As you pointed out, things are seldom entirely one way or another."
"You are right," Ariana admitted. "One thing is certain though, Quenta does not want me at court. I suspect he will never change his opinion of me."
"Ariana, it is not so much you that Quenta finds objectionable, it is what you represent," Laurana explained. "The fact that you are a member of our house but you are of mixed parentage is a problem for him, but that does not mean he might not come to respect you. I will not lie to you, most of our people share his views on the matter, but you have gained the respect of many by your actions. Try to remember that when you are in court and Quenta tries to bait you."
"I apologize if I said anything rude," Ariana said, realizing that exchanging insults with Quenta did little to help win the hearts of the members of the court and probably also did not help her with Laurana, who had already shown great patience with her even though Quenta was her son.
"You are young, and even younger by elven standards. It is not unexpected that you would be a little impetuous, but I think this idea of yours to travel north is unwise."
"I know, but there is something I must do," Ariana told her. "The king of Kandara gave me a gift and, I don't know why, but I know I must use it to help his son, Prince Borrican, who is my friend."
"A gift from a dragon?" Laurana gave her a curious look. "There is an old belief among our people that one should never accept gifts from dragons for they are seldom given freely. With dragons something is always required. Perhaps that is why you feel you must help this Prince of Kandara."
"Borrican is my friend," Ariana told her. "I would try to help him regardless of any gifts from his father. Tell me, do you know much about dragons?"
"I know very little about them except that they are one of the elder races and both our kind and theirs have long kept a distance from one another. We are creatures of the forest, and they are creatures of fire so we have had our differences."
"The histories of the Great War mention the dragons and the elves fighting one another."
"That was long ago, and we found a peaceful arrangement. The dragons agreed to stay out of our lands."
"And what did they expect in return?" Ariana asked, since Laurana had said that the dragons always wanted something.
"We gave up the power of true fire."
"True fire?" Ariana remembered Eric saying something about it. "I have heard of it, but I don't know what it is."
"True fire is more powerful than the fire of flame," Laurana explained. "It is a fearsome power, powerful enough to burn dragons, who are impervious to most fire, and it is the power of true fire with which we fought them and killed many of their number."
"To give up such a power is no small sacrifice," Ariana commented.
"It is a power that we did not want within our forest, so it was a sacrifice we were willing to make, and if the dragons left our lands then what need would we have of it?"
"But what if the dragons were to break their word?" Ariana asked. "Without the power to fight them, Elvanar would be defenseless if they ever attacked."
"Dragons never break their word," Laurana told her. "An oath made by the head of a dragon clan is binding upon every member of their house and every member of their line until the end of time. At the end of the Great War, the dragons made several oaths and they promised never to attack Elvanar."
"How can an oath apply forever? The histories talk of many agreements between peoples being broken generations later."
"Like us, the dragons are long lived, and their memories are said to be even longer, which gives them a kind of wisdom. Also, like us, they do not tolerate oathbreakers, though they deal with them far more severely."
"What would the dragons do to an oathbreaker?"
"While an oathbreaker among our people might be sent to the outer forests or, in a severe case, cast out of Elvanar, among the dragons, an oathbreaker would be killed. The dragons are vicious creatures and they are not known for their forgiveness. Tell me, did you promise anything to King Eric?"
"I don't think so," Ariana said, trying to recall her conversation with Borrican's father and she remembered that she had promised not to tell anyone of the secret he had given her, the power of fire. For a moment, Ariana worried that she might have broken her promise but she had not told Laurana what the gift was, only that Eric had given her something, though, from the things they were speaking of, she wondered if the elven queen might already know.
"Then you are very fortunate," Laurana said. "It is rare to receive a true gift from a dragon, but I can't help but wonder if this is the reason that you feel compelled to help this Kandaran prince."
"Borrican is my friend," Ariana told her. "I would help him regardless."
"Then that is your choice. Quenta tells me this Borrican has taken his dragon form and cannot seem to return to the way he was before."
Ariana regretted telling Quenta what little she had, knowing he would probably find a way to use it against her.
"Yes," Ariana said. "His father and uncle have been killed and his brother has betrayed him, and all of Kandara. Borrican is alone and I must help him, if I can. I had hoped that he would come to Elvanar, that you might know of some way to help him."
"I know only the histories of our peoples. It is good that he did not come here, for he would not have received much welcome and your words on behalf the Kandaran people would likely have failed. If King Eric has given you a gift that might be of some help to his son, then it is up to you to do what you can to honor his trust. Otherwise, Prince Borrican might seek his own kind."
"Are there more dragons in the world?" Ariana asked.
"I believe so. I know they left for the lands of the north, but no one has heard from them for many generations."
"I must find him," Ariana said. "I do not think he knows of this. Even if I cannot help him, I could tell him what you have told me."
"Then you will do as you must," Laurana said.
"You do not object?"
"I do object, Ariana. It is dangerous for you to travel to Kandara and the mother in me would keep you here, safe, on behalf of my sister, who you remind me of so very much, but like her, you will do as you will and I know better than to stand in your way. I will help you as I can, but your life is your own and you will do as you will. Tell me what you need."
"Only a small contingent," Ariana said. "And three good pairs of boots." Laurana looked down at Ariana's feet, which were bare like her own. "There are few trees in the mountains of Kandara, but the rocks on the ground are very sharp. Fresh horses and some supplies, that is all."
"I think those things can be arranged," Laurana said, torn between a smile and a fretful frown at how young and childlike Ariana seemed, so different from how she had handled herself in court.
"And if you could try to keep Quenta from abusing my commanders, I would appreciate it," Ariana said, with a touch of wisdom returning to her expression.
"I will do what I can," Laurana said and she smiled at her precocious young niece, while hiding the quiet sorrow she felt at the thought of her own sister, who had missed out on both the joys and the fears of seeing her daughter find her path in the world.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Brian lit the second torch as the first one guttered and he continued along the passage as the voices of the keep began to whisper warnings that he should go no further. He reached the place where the barrier had previously stopped him and Jax and he felt the torch bump into the invisible wall. Brian had spent a number of days thinking about the oath the keepers had asked of him and he had asked them even more questions about it, considering what it might mean for his future.
If he agreed to take the oath of a defender, it meant that when he died, his essence would become part of the keep, that he would become one of the keepers. Since Brian was not sure what might be the alternative to such a fate, it did not seem to matter much. He spoke with Jax about it a little more and even asked Fergus what he thought of the idea, but both men were circumspect in their opinions about the afterlife and were of little help. Fergus thoughtfully suggested asking the keepers if they were happy with the choices they had made and with their existence as spirits who were forever bound to protect this place. Their answer was that they were honored to protect life even after death.
Brian was not sure exactly how they could protect the living if they were only spirits, but when he asked them what was beyond the barrier, they would not answer clearly, only saying that there was power. Even though Brian had longed to be a soldier for as long as he could remember, he never thought about his path as being about gaining power, but more romantic ideas like doing good deeds and defending people like his family against bandits and enemies who might attack the lands. Since he had joined up with Lord Kaleb, and had been given a command position within the ranks of the Bordermen, whose job it was to protect the lands of White Falls and Maramyr from the Xallan forces from the east, he had learned that being a soldier was not particularly romantic and the situations he had been in were far less clear in terms of those simple ideas of right and wrong that he once believed in. The Xallan queen had married king Cerric and now, it seemed that Maramyr itself might be the enemy.
The day before, a rider had arrived at White Falls, bringing news from the battle of Kandara, where Lord Kaleb had gone with a number of his more seasoned fighters. The news was dire, for Kaleb and several of the other commanders in Cerric's army had turned against him, siding with the Kandarans and, if the rumors were to be believed, the royal princess, Ariana, who was the rightful heir to the Maramyrian throne. While everyone at the keep was relieved to hear that Kaleb had escaped the battlefield with a number of his soldiers, with Kandara fallen and Cerric returning to Maramyr in triumph, there was much talk about what might happen with White Falls. When Kaleb had given Cerric difficulties in the past, he had stripped him of his lands and handed them over to a neighboring baron. Now that Kaleb had openly defied Cerric, there would undoubtedly be some kind of consequence for those who remained loyal to the Lord of White Falls.
They barely had time to absorb the news when riders approached from the city of Maramyr, bringing word that Cerric had ordered that White Falls was to be vacated and that the lands would be ceded to Xalla as part of an agreement with the Xallan queen. Fergus and Jax, whom Kaleb had left in charge, had gathered everyone to discuss what might be done. Since Kaleb was to still be alive, as far they were concerned, he was still the Lord of White Falls, and no orders from Cerric would change that, especially if the rumors about the princess were true. They had not fought to remove Baron Manfred just to give up White Falls so easily. Their decision was unanimous that they would continue to hold the fortress and defend the lands until Kaleb returned, but one of the scouts Jax had sent out to keep an eye on the eastern lands that bordered on Xalla had arrived with news that a sizeable Xallan force was marching directly toward the keep and that they had already razed a small village, sending the people fleeing to White Falls. They had already begun to arrive before the scout had even finished giving his report. 
The defenders numbered less than a hundred and the scout estimated that the Xallan force had at least five hundred and was both well supplied and heavily armed. With many of Kaleb's best fighters having accompanied him to Kandara, defending White Falls against such a force would not be easy, though the keep itself had many advantages against attack. The problem was the outlying areas, and the folk who lived on Kaleb's lands. Defending the keep itself might not be overly difficult, but protecting the towns, farms and homesteads was more of a challenge and when the villagers who had already lost their homes to the advancing Xallan force began to arrive and speak of the terrible things the invaders had done, Brian found himself thinking more about what the oath the keepers had proposed. If whatever was hidden in the blocked passage would give him the power to defend the people, then it was worth taking the oath. He stared at the empty passage before him, wondering what to do next.
"I am ready," he said. "I am ready to take the oath."
"The oath of the defender," said the voices.
"Yes," Brian said. "What must I say? Tell me the words."
"No words," they said. "The oath is taken. You are a defender."
"Just like that?" Brian was a little confused. He was expecting that there would be some kind of speech or that he might have to write his name somewhere.
"Your thoughts speak true," the voices said. "The heart of a defender.
You may pass beyond."
Brian held up the torch to the barrier and found that it was gone. He shrugged and continued forward through the passage and, within a short distance, he found a doorway that was unlike any other he had seen before. It was made entirely of metal, like the steel of a sword, but of a slightly different color, which he could not make out in the torch light and its surface was worked with intricate engravings of symbols he did not recognize. There was no handle or latch on the door, but instead there was an indentation in the shape of a hand. He placed his palm upon it and his fingers into the grooves and felt the cold metal of the doorway grow warm at his touch. A moment later he heard a heavy metallic sound and the door slid upward into the stone ceiling of the passage. A soft light spilled out from the other side, illuminating the floor then the walls of the stone corridor until the door had risen completely. 
Brian stepped through the opening and found himself in a circular room with many doors that were similar to the one he had just opened. Unlike the passages he had traveled through, the room was free of dust, though Brian got the feeling that he was the first person in many years to enter this place. Like parts of the keep, the walls themselves seemed to glow, illuminating the room, not as brightly as the light of day, but with a soft, white light that was easy enough by which to see so he placed his torch on a sconce he had noticed in the passage just outside the room. 
He walked back inside the room and this time the door slid closed behind him. At first, he thought he might be trapped but there was another hand mark on the inside of the door and when he tried it, the door slid back open. Satisfied that he could come and go without any trouble, he walked around the circular room. Mounted on the walls, which were made of the same metal as the doors, was a variety of weapons, sets of armor and even a few shelves with books and other items, that Brian thought looked like the sorts of things a mage might own. He counted five doorways including the one through which he had entered and each of them was marked with symbols that he did not know and had a hand mark that he supposed would activate them.
"These doors," he said. "Where do they lead?"
"Sanctuary," said the voices.
"I thought these tunnels were the sanctuary."
"Yes. Sanctuary. The others."
"Others? There is more than one sanctuary?"
"Yes."
Brian was not sure what that meant, since the rooms and passages he had traveled underneath the keep itself were fairly extensive and he imagined that they could easily hold hundreds of people or more, which might be useful if the approaching Xallan soldiers were joined by additional forces now that Cerric was returning to Maramy with his armies. For now, he decided to focus on why he had come down here in the first place, which was to find some power that would help him defend against those threats.
Among the many weapons that hung from the walls of the room, Brian saw two hand axes that were much like his own except they appeared to be made of a different kind of steel than most weapons he had seen, with a gold and silver sheen to the metal, and there were large blue jewels set in the ends of their shafts and smaller ones that matched glittering on the sides of the axe heads. They were next to a matching sword, with a large clear stone in its pommel, and a set of armored pieces made of some kind of leather he did not recognize and plated with the same metal as the axes with a combination of blue and clear jewels embedded in various places as well. It was as though the weapons and armor had been made to match, that they had once belonged to someone.
"Whose are these?" Brian asked.
"Defender's," said the voices.
"Any defender?"
"Defenders."
The voices were of little help, but it did not matter. If the weapons and armor had some kind of power that would help him, then he would use them. He lifted the axes off the racks that supported them and tested their balance then he took down the sword, removed it from its scabbard and swung it in a few slow arcs and was pleased to find how natural the weapons felt in his hand. Brian removed his own weapons, unbuckled the rough leather armor he wore and exchanged it for the pieces that hung from the wall, then slid the axes into the leather straps on his back and buckled the sword to his belt. He was surprised at how well the armor fit and somehow felt stronger with it on. He wondered if he should put his own armor and weapons on the wall but it did not seem right to hang such simple items in such a place so he gathered them up and decided to take them with him back to the surface.
Brian was still curious about the other doors so he decided to open one of them, finding that it worked the same as the one through which he had entered. He picked one at random and, at the touch of his hand, the door slid upward, disappearing into the ceiling. Beyond was another tunnel much like the other and he retrieved his torch and walked down it a short ways but turned back when he realized that his torch had already been burning for a while and he would need it to get back to the keep. Brian returned to the room and the door to the passage slid closed behind him and he opened the other door to head back up toward the keep but thought it might be useful if he took a few of the other weapons with him.
He picked several few swords and a large axe from the racks on the walls, as many as he could carry in addition to his torch, but when he moved toward the door, it slid closed in front of him. Brian pressed his hand against the mark, but nothing happened, which was strange. Sensing his thoughts, the voices answered the question before he even asked it.
"Only the defenders, only the oathbound," they said.
"The weapons?"
"For the defenders."
Brian understood and he replaced the swords and the axe on the racks from which he had taken them and tried the hand mark again. This time the door slid open as it had before. It made sense that only someone whom the keepers had accepted as a defender would be able to take the weapons from the room, otherwise there would have been no point to block people from entering in the first place. He began making his way back toward the keep, wondering about the power the keepers had mentioned.
"What power do these weapons have?" he asked the voices.
"Power to gain power," they said. 
"That doesn't make any sense," Brian told them. "How do I gain power with them?"
"Power from the fallen, from the slain."
"Take power?"
"The naked stones," they said.
Brian glanced at the jewel on the pommel of the sword at his hip.
"Naked stones? Do you mean the jewels?"
"The power of the slain, the stones grant such desire."
Brian was not sure what the voices meant but he figured maybe Jax or Fergus might know. Either way, he was pleased at his new weapons and armor. He emerged from the tunnels to find the main keep of White Falls busy with activity. Jax spotted him right away and Brian got the impression that he had been waiting for him to return from the tunnels.
"I see you got yourself a fancy new outfit and some new weapons," the thief said. "I assume you decided to go the rest of the way down those tunnels."
"Yes," Brian said. "I haven't explored them entirely yet, but there was a room where I found many weapons and armor such as these."
"You should have brought them," Jax said, eyeing the sword at Brian's hip.
"I tried, but the voices said that only the defenders could take them and they locked me in until I put them back."
"It figures," Jax said. "It's strange though. I had a sword a lot like that one not too long ago. It was the one I lost to your friend, Aaron."
"How could you have a sword like this? The keepers said only the oathbound defenders may have them."
"Perhaps they were speaking of the ones in the keep," Jax said. "Surely there are others like them. May I take a look at that sword?"
Brian was reluctant to hand it over at first, and he worried that he might be breaking some rule of the keepers, but he figured they would let him know if he was doing something wrong. He slid the sword from its scabbard and reversed the blade, handing it pommel first to the thief. Jax held the blade up and looked at it then he tested the balance of the weapon.
"This is slightly different from my sword but I would lay a wager that it was made by the same hand," he said then handed it back to Brian. "I would recommend covering that jewel if you don't want thieves sneaking around after you or jealous lordlings challenging you to duels in the hope of taking it from you."
"Covering it?"
"It's an old tradition," Jax told him. "You wrap the hilt with leather, which makes for a better grip anyway, but instead of stopping at the pommel, you cover that jewel at the end as well. That way, as far as anyone knows, it is just a normal sword. I have found many swords wrapped in such a manner and removed the straps just to find a normal steel pommel, and only once did I find one that had a jewel like that at its end. I always kept mine wrapped, mostly so it would not attract attention."
"The voices said these were weapons of power," Brian said. "Did you ever notice anything different about the sword you had?"
"Other than it being extremely sharp and pretty to look at, as far as I know, it was just a sword, though the quality was exceptional. That steel is different from most, with just the perfect amount of flex while being so hard it could not be chipped or broken. I even cut a pair of iron shackles with mine once and there was nary a scratch on it. Never needed a whetstone either."
"Well that's useful, I suppose," Brian said.
"Very. Especially if you're on the run from the king's men and hiding in bogs and other such wet, unsavory places," Jax said with a smile. "For now, I don't think you will get much use out of it though. It looks like the Xallans have arrived at the edge of the river and they have already begun building siege engines. You would think they'd have at least approached for a parlay first."
"If they are allied with King Cerric, they probably already know we chased Manfred out of here," Brian said. "It would be foolish to think we would give up White Falls without a fight."
The dust from the tunnels was dry in his throat so he put down his old armor and weapons and stepped over to a barrel of rainwater that sat next to the wall of the keep then lifted the wooden ladle that hung on its edge and took a drink and Jax followed him, musing about the situation they were in.
"Say what you will about the Xallans, but they have never been known to be foolish. It looks like we might be in for a long siege, but at least White Falls is almost impossible to take and, at least we have enough defenders to make sure that it doesn't happen."
"We do have some defenders here," Brian said, taking a drink of water from the wooden ladle and thinking of the others among those at the keep, who, like him, had heard the voices. The voices had said they were of the blood of the defenders, which might mean that they too could enter the weapons room. They would have to agree to the oath, which was something Brian still did not understand, except that the keepers seemed to decide if someone was worthy or not. Whatever the case, it might be worth talking to the others. He leaned his hand against the keep wall next to the barrel and dipped the ladle into the water to take another drink, and he realized how thirsty he was and how rejuvenating the water was.
"Now that's interesting," Jax said, staring at him.
"What is interesting?" Brian asked, lowering the ladle and stepping away from the barrel.
"Go back to where you were standing just now," Jax said, pointing at the barrel.
"Why?"
"Humor me, Brian," Jax said. "I am curious about something."
"All right." Brian stepped back next to the barrel and Jax squinted at him, scratching his chin for a moment.
"Now put your hand on that wall," Jax told him. 
Brian shrugged and placed his hand on the stone wall next to the barrel and he noticed that he felt refreshed once again, like he had a few moments ago when he had taken a drink of water, only the feeling was even more intense. He removed his hand from the wall and the feeling subsided somewhat, then he touched the wall and it increased again.
"That's strange," Brian said. "I feel something when I touch the wall."
"Those stones on your new armor also glow, even when you're near it," Jax told him. "What is it you feel?"
"I don't know," Brian said. "It's like drinking when you are thirsty, or waking from a rest when you were tired before. I guess I didn't notice it because I was drinking and I actually was thirsty."
"Have you ever been healed by a mage or a healers?" Jax asked.
"No."
"Well what you are describing sounds like the same thing. Brian, I would like you to try something."
"What's that?"
Almost magically, a dagger slid from one of Jax's sleeves and appeared in his hand.
"Cut yourself with this," he said, holding the blade out, hilt first. "Nothing serious, just a little nick will do."
"You want me to cut myself?"
"Just a tiny little cut," Jax told him. "Like a pinprick."
Brian took the knife and, with a shrug, he ran its edge over the top of his thumb. The razor sharp steel easily sliced through his skin and left a little trail of blood in its wake. Brian was surprised at how deeply the knife had cut him even though he had used very little pressure. He handed it back to Jax and pressed his fingers against the cut, which was now bleeding.
"You keep your knives really sharp, Jax," Brian said. "Why did you want me to cut myself?"
"Just touch that wall again."
Brian glanced at the wall then he reached over and placed his hand against it. Almost immediately, the feeling returned and he realized that he could feel it coming from the armor he wore.
"Now look at the cut on your hand," Jax said.
Brian looked at his thumb and saw that the blood had dried and the cut had all but disappeared and the faint line where it had healed was fading away before his eyes.
"It's gone," Brian said.
"Now that is surely neat trick," Jax said. "I think there is something to that armor and those weapons. Tell me more about the place where you found them. "
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
Ehlena and Stavros left Aghlar disappointed in their search for the godswords. Other than the Aghlar Kingsword, a ceremonial heirloom that had been handed down over many generations, Ehlena could not find any more of the ancient and powerful weapons. She knew they would be difficult to locate, for most of them had been well hidden long ago and those who had been entrusted with the task of secreting and safeguarding the blades had died without revealing their knowledge. Still, the fact that Aaron carried not one but two of the legendary swords meant that some had been found and there would surely be others.
They traveled by ship from the Aghlar capital, aboard a smaller vessel that was already planning to sail for the Ansari river port of Ba'shan. Even though Ehlena was able to ensure favorable winds, the seas were rougher than they had been on their journey from the pirate isle and both she and Stavros wondered if Carly might be in a dark mood for some reason. Despite the crashing waves, they made good time and before long they saw the rocky green coast of Aghlar, which was dotted with countless fishing villages and port towns grow sparse and turn from grass to sand as they made their way past the southwestern coast of the desert nation of Ansara and up a wide river to Ba'shan, where they were surprised to find Zachary waiting for them at the docks.
"I thought you were planning to spend some more time at Meer Island," Stavros said as he and Ehlena disembarked from the Aghlar ship.
"It was tempting," Zachary replied as he took Ehlena's hand as she walked across the short gangplank to the dock.
"I think Carly might be a little displeased that you did not stay with her," she said. "The seas were a little rough."
"Rough?" Zachary chuckled. "I left Meer in a skiff, thinking she would at least give me a gentle ride across the sea, but instead the waves were as big as mountains. I am half convinced she wanted to send me to the bottom."
"I doubt that," Ehlena said as they stepped from the dock to the packed dirt street that fronted the river. "I think you would know if she was truly trying to do you harm."
"Well, it's a good thing I've got a few tricks of my own, because that little boat I took barely lasted half the journey. I've a mind to send a few tidal waves her way."
He glanced back at the river, as though he was actually considering it.
"You are an interesting man, Zachary," Ehlena said. "It is very curious that you have such mastery over so many aspects of magic."
"Zachary might be the most powerful mage to have ever lived," Stavros said.
"Is it my birth celebration?" Zachary asked with a laugh. "I don't know what I did to earn such praise from the ever sober Stavros, but I will certainly take whatever compliments I can get."
"I merely state the truth. You have always been exceptional and there isn't a mage who does not know it. It's one of the reasons so many of us have had to try very hard not to dislike you."
"Jealousy?"
"Arrogance."
"Ah," Zachary said, letting out a sigh and walking ahead. "Now that's more like it. I was starting to worry that you might have imbibed too much of the pirates' sweet water and we were going to start hugging one another and talking about old times, but things are back to normal. I am much more accustomed to being hated."
"You may find this difficult to believe, but I don't hate you, Zachary," Stavros said. "I never have, even though you irritate me to no end."
Zachary turned his head and glanced back at his fellow mage.
"Stavros, your talent for patience far exceeds any power I might have," he said then he pressed forward into the busy throng of people in the streets of Ba'shan.
They made their way through the crowds, shaking their heads at vendors who were busily hawking their wares, and they found their way to the far side of the city where the buildings became older and taller. Ehlena pointed out a building that appeared to be a kind of inn and they worked their way through the crowds toward it. After inquiring with the proprietor, they learned that Aaron had been staying at the inn under the name of Antal, as he was known in the circles. He had left Ba'shan a few days earlier, with a strange lizard girl, one of the champion fighters of the Ansari, named Kasha along with the proprietor's child, who the proprietor proudly claimed had become Kasha's servant. He also told them about Aaron's fight at the Warrior's Palace and how it was the subject of much speculation among the people of the city. It was believed by many that he had attracted the attention of Ansari, which was apparently no small honor.
"We'll have little chance of finding them if they have gone to the desert," Stavros said as they exited the inn and continued through the city toward the great arena that towered over the horizon.
"I can feel which direction they are travelling," Ehlena said. "They are only a few days ahead of us."
"It is unfortunate that none of us know where they are going or we could just use our power to get there," Zachary said. "I have never enjoyed the taste of grit and sand, nor the heat of the desert."
"With your affinity for fire, one would think you would enjoy the heat," Stavros commented.
"Just the opposite," Zachary replied. "Why put a fire in an already hot oven. Give me the shade of the forest, the cool water of the sea or the snow capped peaks of a mountaintop. The heat of the desert holds no appeal for me. Do we know where we might find these Ansari?"
"Ansari," Ehlena said, feeling the strangeness of the word, with an understanding of what it meant from the knowledge she had gained from the goddess. "Ansari is more than just a people, it is more of an idea."
"You know of the Ansari?" Stavros asked.
"Through the memories of the goddess," Ehlena said. "Ansari is like the desert, many grains of sand, ever changing, never the same. It is a word that is used for the people who are like the desert itself, and the one who personifies this is also is called Ansari."
"So it is their name for themselves and also their king?" Zachary asked. "I knew there was a mysterious people who lived in the desert, and they are said to have power like us mages, though they are different. Most of the texts I read on the subject were unclear."
"I found the same," Stavros said. "Ansari is mentioned in many old histories but sometimes the word is used in different ways and never clearly."
"Long ago, in an earlier age, there were different ways of thinking about things," Ehlena told them. "It is difficult to explain, but we will see for ourselves."
"Well, we had better buy some desert garb if we are going to go mucking about in the sand," Zachary said, gesturing to a nearby shop. "Hopefully we can catch up with Aaron and his companions before the boy gets into more trouble."
"I will do what I can to delay them," Ehlena said. "But we should leave at once. The desert winds have always been troublesome, so I can only slow them down."
*****
 
The strong gusting winds whipped sand into Aaron's face as he trudged across the dry desert, following Kasha, who led the way, and trailed by Lexi and Tash. Their journey from Ba'shan had been uneventful for the past few days, and the windstorm seemed to have appeared from nowhere, which Kasha said was not unheard of in the desert, though she was surprised at how gentle it was. When it had first begun, Aaron thought he scented something on the wind that reminded him of the faint smell of flowers, but it quickly passed, and since Kasha felt that the storm was not particularly severe, they decided to press onward.
Lexi had been very quiet since they had left Ba'shan, having only said a few words and agreeing to travel to the desert. Though her reactions were difficult to read, it was obvious that she did not want to stay in the city. Aaron and Kasha both had questions for the lizard girl, but they both agreed not to pressure her. In the meantime, Tash seemed to have taken a liking to her and Aaron noticed that Lexi kept a protective eye on the girl and even let her ride on her shoulders on the long trek through the desert until the storm began.
The winds eventually subsided as the sky grew dark with nightfall and they continued across the trackless dunes until the red orange glow of firelight appeared before them. It did not take long before they neared a large gathering of tents and fires around patches of trees and grass that surrounded a large pool of water amid the rocky outcroppings that seemed to have thrust themselves out of the desert sands. It was obvious that the people at the oasis were expecting them as a small group walked out to greet them. Aaron noticed they were all well armed, but was surprised to see that none of them wore the desert robes or even armor. Instead the men and women of the camp were clad only in the simplest loincloths, which left very little to the imagination.
"Kasha," said a tall, heavily muscled man with a dark tan complexion, who wore two curved swords that stuck out over either of his large, rounded shoulders. He nodded his head to her, respectfully. "It has been some time since you joined the dance."
"Kazar," she replied with a nod of her own. "It has been some time. I have traveled the circles in search of those who might enrich our domain."
"And I see that you have brought three," he said, glancing at Aaron, Lexi and Tash.
"I have brought two who might be of interest to Ansari," she told him.
"It is good that you have come, for there is much to share with Ansari."
"These with me are Aaron, Lexi and Tash," Kasha said. "They are under my domain."
"It is understood," Kazar said. "Come, the winds have been troublesome and you will wish for refreshment."
They followed Kazar into the camp and Aaron was impressed at how many people were gathered at the desert oasis. It was as busy as the streets of Ba'shan, except every single person was armed and looked to be far more dangerous than most of the competitors at the Warrior's Palace. Unlike the people in the city, neither the men nor the women covered their faces or wore the long desert robes, which Aaron found surprising. If anything, most of them seemed underdressed considering the harshness of the whipping sands that had slowed down their journey across the desert. Kazar led them to a large tent and told them that it had been prepared for them in advance of their arrival then he departed expecting that they would join him and the others soon.
As they unwrapped the layers of cloth and the robes they wore, shaking out the sand that had worked its way into every corner and fold, Aaron noticed Tash frowning quietly and wondered what might be bothering her.
"Is something wrong, Tash?" he asked.
"Kasha told that man she had two," Tash said, whispering so Kasha might not hear her. Aaron also wondered what the Ansari woman had meant when she said that to Kazar.
"Well, maybe she meant you and Lexi," Aaron said.
"No," Tash said. "You both fought at the Warrior's Palace. You are more interesting to Ansari. I am just a servant."
"Tash, I think you are reading too much into what Kasha said," Aaron told her with a tired smile as he shook the sand out of his robes. "You are still young. It will take years of training and growing before you can fight in the Warrior's Palace."
"I know," she said. "I just want to be a great warrior. I want to be like Kasha, one of the champions."
"Then keep your eyes and your ears open," Aaron told her. "Pay attention to what she does, to what she says, and what she doesn't do and what she does not say."
"That is smart advice," Kasha said as she hung her robes over a rope at the wall of the tent and walked over to join them, now wearing only her leather sword belt and a loincloth, dressed like the other people outside.
Aaron could hardly forget the smoothly curved lines of her body and the tight elegance of her warrior's physique but the reminder of her strength and beauty as she strode across the carpeted floor of the tent awakened the ardor that she had kindled it him a short time ago.
"It seems there is little modesty among the Ansari," he commented, though he was certainly not complaining. Kasha smiled.
"There is much about Ansari that is modest," she told him. "And there is much that is simply practical."
Aaron was not sure what she meant, but he knew he would probably find out.
"Must we all shed our robes?" Lexi asked.
"No, Lexi," Kasha told her. "You may dress how you like. If you are shy about yourself, then that is your choice."
"I am ugly," Lexi said. "It is better that I am not seen."
Kasha tilted her head and peered under the hood of Lexi's robes that hung low over her face and smiled at her.
"I do not find you unpleasant to look at," she said. "Some might call you beautiful."
"They would not," Lexi said. "I am an abomination. I heard the mages say it many times with their thoughts even though their words would say different things."
"Did you hear their thoughts?" Kasha asked, curious to learn of her having such an ability.
"I hear many thoughts," Lexi told her. "I do not hear yours though."
"Such a power does not work on Ansari."
"What about mine?" Aaron asked and Lexi stared at him.
"No," she said after a moment. "I cannot hear your thoughts."
Aaron was relieved. While he did not think he had thought anything negative about the strange lizard girl, he worried how his own questions, wondering about who she was and how she had come to be a slave to the traders, might sound to someone who could hear his thoughts. After Lexi had awakened from the sickness the potions had caused, she had not said much and though Aaron was curious to know more about her, he had decided not to pressure her. He felt she was like him, in a way, having been lied to and subjected to something against her will and she would share her story if she wanted to, when she was ready.
"Do you know what I'm thinking?" Tash asked, her eyes wide.
Lexi turned at looked at the young girl.
"You wish you had a tail like mine," Lexi said, her voice flat.
"I do!" Tash said, excitedly. "It is amazing!"
"It is a tail," Lexi said, flatly, not sharing Tash's enthusiasm. "Only creatures have tails."
"Creatures?" Kasha said, questioningly.
"That is what I am," Lexi said, turning back to Kasha. "I am a creature, an abomination but it does not matter. I am what I am but I would like to keep my robes. I am not beautiful like you."
Aaron thought he saw a dark golden flash in Kasha's eyes as she smiled at Lexi.
"Come," she said. "I will be good for you to know Ansari."
Kasha turned and walked out of the tent and they followed her out into the warm night air of the desert. Aaron was glad to be out of the desert robes, but he was not quite ready to strip down to just his sword belt and a few scraps of cloth. Likewise, Lexi kept her robes, and Tash kept her boyish trousers and tunic. They walked through the many tents toward the rhythmic noise of drums that had begun to beat and the smoke and firelight where the Ansari people were gathered. 
Many fires burned high into the night sky and the scent of smoke and spiced meats filled the air. As they approached the gathering, which was centered around a very large fire, the many people turned and looked their way. Most of them smiled then turned back to what they were doing, whether it was eating, drinking or talking with those around them. Kasha led Aaron and the others around the perimeter of the fire to the far side where a very large man sat on a much larger wooden chair. He was flanked by several warrior men and women on either side of him and Aaron could feel them casually sizing him up as they approached, their eyes alert with interest though their postures remained passive. The drums and the noise of the camp ceased abruptly as the man rose from his chair.
"Kasha," he said, his voice a deep rumble. "You have returned to us."
"Ansari," Kasha said, bowing her head deeply. "I greet you with honor and respect."
"Honor and respect to you as well," he replied, with a bow of his head then he looked to Aaron, Lexi and Tash. "You have brought interesting creatures to our circle."
"I have," Kasha said. "I would like to present to you one who may be of very great interest." She turned and looked at the three who stood behind her. "Tash, step forward and greet Ansari."
Tash's eyes went wide and she stepped behind the length of Lexi's robes.
"Do I have to?"
"Do you wish to know Ansari?" Kasha asked, her green eyes glimmering with a warm smile in the firelight.
"Why me?"
"It is okay, Tash," Kasha told her. "Step forward. You are under my domain and you will not be harmed." She looked at Aaron and Lexi. "You will also be asked questions. Answer honestly and you will be respected."
Aaron watched as Tash stepped nervously out from behind Lexi and walked tentatively forward. Kasha nodded for her to continue past her, which she did, but only by a few steps. The large man that Kasha had called Ansari chuckled for a moment then he stepped toward Tash. As though he had somehow disappeared and reappeared, he moved almost imperceptibly fast and stopped, towering over the young girl. Tash nearly jumped, startled at how he had suddenly appeared in front of her and she did her best not to flinch when he bent down and looked directly at her. She found his intense gaze intimidating, especially when his eyes began to glow a golden color.
"Look at me, young one," he said. "We will not harm you."
"Honor and respect," Tash squeaked with a bow of her head then she looked up at the man with the glowing eyes.
"Honor and respect," he responded. " What is your name?"
"I am called Tash," she told him, glancing at the ground.
"That was not what we asked. What is your name?"
Tash looked up at him.
"Tasha," she said, shyly looking away again.
"That is better. Now look at me and tell us your name."
"I am Tasha."
"Tell us, child. Do you wish to fight in the Warrior's Palace?"
"Yes," Tash said.
"Why?"
"To be a king."
"And why do you wish to be a king?"
"So I will not be a burden to my father."
"Do you not wish for fame and glory, for your name to be known among the circles?"
Tash kicked the sand at her foot a little.
"No," she said. "I do not want that. I just want to be strong and fearless like the warriors."
He smiled and stood up straight then looked over at Kasha. 
"Interesting choice." He turned back to Tash. "This man you call father, he is an innkeeper in the city?"
"Yes," she said.
"And your mother?"
"I do not know," Tash said.
"The innkeeper, he is not truly your father, is he?"
Tash frowned.
"No," she said.
"This man, he was kind to you?"
"Yes."
"It is good. We will reward him for this."
Aaron leaned closer to Kasha.
"I don't understand," he said quietly.
"She is of our people," Kasha explained.
The man called Ansari smiled at Tash.
"You are welcome here among us, young Tasha," he said.
"Does that mean I will know Ansari?" Tash asked.
"If you wish," he replied. "It is up to you." He turned his attention to Kasha, Aaron and Lexi. "What of these other two? They are most interesting, but they are not of our people."
Kasha raised her hand and gestured to Aaron and Lexi.
"They are not of our people, but they are of my domain," Kasha said. "This one I have taken to husband, and the other is one who has suffered greatly."
"Come forward," Ansari said. "Tell us your names."
Aaron walked toward the large man and Tash walked back to where Kasha stood. Now that he had moved closer to him, Aaron found the man was not as imposing as he had seemed. Though he was heavily muscled and looked extremely dangerous, despite wearing no weapons, he was not much taller and only slightly broader in the shoulders. Aaron stopped an arm's length away from the man, just outside of his reach, for he had the distinct feeling that the Ansari leader would not be so benign in his inquisition as he had with Tash.
"You are a warrior?" the man said, his tone half way between a question and a statement.
"Am I?" Aaron asked. He had noticed that the Ansari seemed to have an interest in how people considered themselves. "I am Aaron."
In a blur, the man swung at him, so fast and unexpected that his movement was barely visible. Aaron dodged just quickly enough to avoid the powerful fist that whipped past his face. He stepped back and dropped into a fighting stance, balanced, flexible, ready to defend or attack, a position that his endless training with Tarnath had become as natural as standing. Aaron 
"You are a warrior," the man repeated then he took a step back and settled into a less combative stance.
"I am not a warrior. I know how to fight, but I do not wish to fight," Aaron told him.
"You are a destroyer," Ansari said. "You have used true fire in the circles."
Aaron detected a hint of accusation in the man's voice.
"I used my power, but I did not intend to use as much as I did."
"Then you are a fool." The accusation turned to something more scornful.
"That may be true," Aaron said after a moment, thinking about how easily his power had killed the fighters in the circle. "I may be a fool."
The Ansari leader stared at him for a moment, then a smile broke out on his face.
"An honest fool, perhaps," he said.
"And what are you?" Aaron asked. As it stood, he had not returned the man's attack, so he deciding that it was only fair that he might ask a few questions of his own.
"We are Ansari," the man replied, his expression sharpening but retaining his apparent humor, though Aaron saw a golden flash in his eyes and he had noticed something strange about the energy that surrounded him, or the distinctive lack of it, which reminded Aaron of the magical ward he kept around himself. He had noticed the same thing about Kasha, but was not sure if it was merely something unique to her, but now that he was surrounded by her people, he realized that they were all masking themselves, and for some reason he had the feeling there was something about them that was not entirely human.
"That was not what I asked," Aaron said. "What are you?"
"You are perceptive," the man commented.
"And you are hiding something," Aaron countered. "I asked a question. Will you not answer it?"
"You are a guest in our circle and you ask as though it is we who are guests in yours. Some might consider that foolish."
"I am a fool, am I not?" Aaron was already tired of half answers. If he was to know Ansari, then he might as well ask.
"We are Ansari," the man said.
"You are Ansari? And what of these others?" Aaron gestured to the warriors who stood behind the man and to the entire camp of people.
"We are Ansari," the man repeated.
"And what are you?" Aaron asked again.
The man smiled.
"We are the ever changing sands of the desert."
"That is not an answer."
"It is an answer," the man told him. "But you do not understand, for you do not know Ansari."
"And if I wish to know Ansari?"
"When the sun has risen past the horizon, we will meet in this place and we will fight. Then, we will see if you might know Ansari."
"You wish to fight?"
"How else to take the measure of a warrior?"
Aaron stared at the man, who called himself Ansari, and considered whether he should use his power to try to see his thoughts or learn something of his power, but there was little point, since he would likely find out the following day.
"I will meet you here, and I will fight you if that is what you truly want, but I do not wish to harm you or anyone else of the Ansari," Aaron told the man. "I have come here merely seeking knowledge."
"It is understood," the man replied. "For now, you are under Kasha's domain. Please enjoy the light of our fire."
Aaron stepped back to stand next to Kasha, but he kept his eyes trained on the Ansari leader, who gestured for Lexi to step forward.
"You did well," Kasha said quietly to Aaron, as she nodded at Lexi, who walked forward tentatively.
"I wasn't expecting him to swing at me," Aaron said.
"He was testing you," she said. "As I said, you did well."
Lexi stood in front of the large Ansari leader, her face mostly hidden under the cowl of her robes.
"Why do you hide?" he asked.
"I do not wish to be seen," Lexi told him.
"Look up, child," he said, but Lexi kept her head down and did not move. "Are you afraid of us?"
"No," Lexi said, her voice low and quiet. "I am not afraid of you."
He sniffed the air almost the way a dog or a wolf might when encountering another creatures.
"Interesting. I sense no fear in you, and yet do you not look upon us? If you truly not afraid, then you must be a proud fool like the other one."
"I am not proud," Lexi told him and the Ansari leader cocked his head, considering her answer for a moment.
"Shame," he said. "You have much shame."
Lexi did not answer.
"You have much in common with your warrior companion," he told her. "You will meet us here on the morrow at midday."
"I do not wish to fight you," Lexi told him.
"There is no need," he replied. "You will come to watch, to listen and to learn. For now, you are welcome to enjoy the light of our fire."
Lexi looked up at the man, her eyes connecting with his for the first time and she saw a predatory gaze that matched her own, yet his eyes repeated the truth of his words. She nodded respectfully at him, hoping that she had done things correctly. The Ansari leader smiled and his eyes glowed golden as he clapped his large hands together.
"Eat, drink, make merry as you will," he said, his voice loud so all could hear. "Come the midday sun we will see the truth of things."
The people shouted and the drums resumed. Kasha nodded to the man and he returned to his wooden throne then she turned to Aaron, Lexi and Tash.
"You all did very well," she said. "Ansari wish to see truth and you have given them much to respect."
"I don't think it went all that well," Aaron told her. "This Ansari wants to fight me."
"That is the highest honor one can receive from Ansari," Kasha replied.
"He does not wish to fight me," Lexi commented.
"You are not ready," Kasha told her.
"I should not have come," Lexi said.
"No, it is good that you are here. There is much for you to learn and much healing to be done."
"What healing do I need? The poison the traders made me drink is now fading away and I will be myself soon."
"I do not speak of the traders' poison," Kasha said. "You must find the truth of yourself and I hope we may help you with this."
"What about me?" Tash asked. "How did he know about me?"
"Ansari know many things. We can see things others cannot. It is part of what makes us Ansari."
"How can you be Ansari, and that man there also be Ansari? It doesn't make sense," Aaron said and Kasha smiled at his question.
"We are a people, but we are not a race like the elven people or bound to some particular land like your Maramyrian people. To be Ansari is to be Ansari, and the man who sits upon that chair is the one who most embodies what it is to be Ansari."
"So it is the name of your people and it is also the title of the leader?" Aaron asked.
"In the most simple terms, yes," Kasha said.
"How does one get to be the leader?" Tash asked.
"He is not so much a leader as the voice of the people, in many ways he is the first among equals."
"So he speaks for everyone, but how does a person get to be the first among equals?" Aaron repeated the question.
"By contest and consent," Kasha said.
"What was his name before he became the leader of the Ansari?"
"We do not speak his name while he is the voice of Ansari. What he was, who he is, who he will be is not important until he becomes himself once again."
"The Ansari are very strange," Aaron said.
"You might find it so, but is it not strange that a person can become a king or queen in other lands simply by being born to the right set of parents? Many fools have occupied thrones in other lands for no other reason than birthright. Is that any better or worse?"
"I don't know," Aaron said with a shrug. "It is your way. But what if you disagree with Ansari?"
"I do not disagree with Ansari," Kasha said.
"But if you did, what then?"
"Ansari knows my thoughts on most things. If we were to disagree on a matter of importance, I would take the throne."
"Just like that?" Aaron asked. "You could just become the leader?"
"By contest and consent," Kasha told him. "I would challenge him and seek the consent of the people."
"But if only the strongest can win a contest, then only the strongest can be the leader."
"A contest need not only be about strength," Kasha said. "There are many ways to challenge another, but the most common one is through battle, for once we were warriors."
"You are no longer warriors?" Aaron asked. "You fight in the circles."
"We fight in the circles but we do not fight as Ansari," Kasha explained. "Just as true fire is not permitted in the circles, so is our power not to be used against those who merely dance with the blades."
"And what power is it that you cannot use in the circles?" Aaron was curious. "Is it like true fire?"
"No, it is not like true fire, but it would not be honorable to put the many warriors who test themselves at such a disadvantage."
"You are not going to tell me, are you?" Aaron asked. Kasha laughed.
"Come," she said. "Let us eat, drink and make merry as we have been invited. You will discover much after this night is done."
"Can I talk to the people here?" Tash asked.
"Of course," Kasha said. "You are welcome here and you are in my domain, so you will be safe. None will seek to do you harm or they will answer to me."
"Are you considered powerful among the Ansari?" Lexi asked.
"Some might think so," Kasha said. "It was not very long ago that I sat upon the chair as the first among my people."
"You were the leader?" Tash asked with wide eyes. "Did that man win against you in a fight so he could be leader?"
"No," Kasha said. "He could never defeat me in a true contest. I left the chair of my own will."
"Why would you do such a thing?"
"I wanted to find a husband," she said with a smile. "And I would very much like to enjoy him this night. You and Lexi are free to visit with the people or, if you are weary and wish to rest, you may retire to any pavilion that is not occupied. If you have need of anything, ask Kazar, he will help you."
She took Aaron's hand and began to walk in the direction of the tents. Aaron smiled and shrugged at Lexi and Tash as he allowed himself to be pulled away from them. They stood silently for a moment and watched as Aaron and Kasha walked past the fire and the people then disappeared into the darkness of the night. After a moment, Tash looked up at Lexi.
"I am hungry," she said. "Do you want to come with me to find some food?"
"I am hungry as well," Lexi told her.
"Good." Tash smiled. "Whatever they are cooking on the fires smells delicious."
Lexi followed the girl and they walked past the large fire in the center of the camp toward several smaller cookfires. Task looked over her shoulder and smiled up at her.
"I am glad you're here," she said. "It is nice to have someone older with me in such a strange place."
"Am I older than you?" Lexi asked, wondering how young the girl might be.
"You are full grown," Tash said. "How many turns of the stars do you have?"
"Turns of the stars?"
"Yes," Tash said. "You know, when the stars positions change in the sky then come back to where they were makes a year."
"The stars have not yet returned to where they were when I was born," Lexi told her.
"That can't be true," Tash said as she turned and looked up under Lexi's cowl, but she knew from looking into her eyes that it was. "You are not even a year old?"
"No," Lexi said. "But my father's people grow faster than your people."
"What kind of people are they?"
"Lizard people," Lexi said. "Beasts and killers."
"What about your mother? Do you know her?"
"I do not wish to talk about her."
"Why not?"
"She is worse. She is a liar."
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
It was late at night when Calexis strode through the entrance of the royal apartments of the Maramyrian palace, decidedly unimpressed with just about everything. She hated the drapes, the furniture the tapestries, the walls, the ceilings and even the floors. The look of the place irritated her, mostly because it bore little resemblance to her own palace at Xalla and she wondered if it might not be time to return to her kingdom for a while. The entire return journey from Kandara, Cerric had proven resistant to her advances, ignoring her in favor of his obsession for the grand tournament he was planning, and the moment they had arrived, he had locked himself away with Berant while they worked out the details. To make matters more irritating, Cerric had magnanimously proposed that she could help by overseeing the arrangements for both the palace and the city for a week of celebrations in honor of the fighters who would compete for the favor of the god-king. 
Calexis snorted in disgust as she thought about how meaningles her role as a ruler had become. By marrying Cerric, she had become the queen of two nations and her army had participated in the conquest of the mountain kingdom of Kandara. One might think that she would be entitled to make some decisions and decrees, but Cerric had gone ahead and appointed the Maramyrian lord, Myrdel as the Steward of Kandara, without even consulting her and, to further demonstrate her irrelevance, her god-king of a husband had barely spoken with her on their journey to Maramyr. When she had pushed him to include her in his plans, he had given her a menial task, as though she was some kind of servant or minion to be commanded. If Cerric wanted her to ready the palace and the city for his warrior games, to essentially decorate them, then that was what she would do. She pulled a velvet cord by the wall and sat down on a richly brocaded sofa and counted the moments before the servants entered, which were thankfully few.
"How may we be of service, your highness?" asked a maidservant, accompanied by two others.
"What artisans are there in this city?" she asked.
"There are many," they said. "Is there some particular skill you seek?"
"There are many skills that I seek. Stone masons, wood carvers, painters, tapestry makers, weavers, clothiers," she said. "Bring me the best of them."
"Yes, milady," the maidservant said with a polite bow of her head.
"And find that mage, Dakar," she added.
"I believe he is at the Temple of the One, your highness."
"Is that where the mages spend their time when they're not scurrying about doing my husband's bidding?" Calexis was curious.
"I do not know, highness. It is not our place to know the business of mages. Shall I send a messenger to the temple?"
"No," Calexis said. "I will go there myself. Ready an escort."
"Yes, milady." 
The servants exited and Calexis rose from the sofa and, though she detested the flowery design, she marveled at the fine texture of the fabric. She would have to find out which of the weavers had achieved such a level of refinement. Calexis pulled on a black, slim fitted overcoat and picked a pair of long black gloves from a shelf, readying herself to go out into the city. She was irritated that the Maramyrian summers were not as warm as those in her own kingdom, and the nights had a distinct chill to them, which made it uncomfortable to remain unclothed as she preferred. It was certainly better than the cold mountain air of Kandara, but it was still unacceptable. She would have to see if Dakar and his mages could do something about it, at least for the palace itself.
A servant informed her that an escort had been alerted and she made her way out of the palace and through the city to the temple square, as it was called, even though it was more of a circle. The last time she had been here, the square had been filled with the people of the city, roused by their king to celebrate his marriage to the Xallan Queen and the new temple that had been built at the center of the square had been filled with mages, giving their power to a ritual that had raised the spirit of the god that had entered Cerric and made him powerful. Now, in the dead of night, the square was quiet and the temple loomed silently up into the inky black of the cloud covered sky, its dark spires disappearing into the darkness. Calexis found Dakar waiting for her at the entrance.
"Your highness," Dakar said. "To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit so late at night?"
"I doubt it will be pleasurable for either of us, mage," she said. "If anything I though you might share in my displeasure."
"What is it that displease you, milady?"
Calexis glanced over at the guards who had accompanied her from the palace, all of them grey eyed, dead soldiers, who had become slaves to Cerric's power. She noticed that one of them seemed to have a different look to his eyes, more intent and it was almost as though they glowed slightly. Calexis' own power told her that Cerric was using his magical connection to the dead soldier to keep an eye on her.
"I would like to know your thoughts," she said, using the words Dakar had given her, to awaken that part of his mind that he kept separate from her husband. "Cerric has given me the task of decorating the palace and the city for the upcoming tournament and I would like to surprise him with something suitably majestic to celebrate his power and glory."
Dakar gave her a knowing look and she recognized the change in his expression. She glanced over at the guards and saw the magic fade from the one who had been watching her.
"A private conversation then?" Dakar asked.
"Yes," she said. "That would be most helpful."
"Have you ever visited the temple of Kroma?"
"Kroma?" Calexis was surprised that Dakar would suggest such a thing. Cerric claimed to be Kroma and it was likely that he might have some connection to the temple, perhaps even some way of hearing their words in such a place.
"It is a dead place," Dakar said. "Like the other temples, they are testaments to a past that has fallen to dust. I would not like to disturb the work of my brothers and sisters inside this new temple, for they too are preparing many magics for your husband's tournament. Come, you will find the temple of Kroma interesting."
"Lead the way, mage," Calexis said and she followed him across the open square to the entrance of a temple.
Dakar pushed open the tall double doors and with a flick of his fingers the torches ensconced on the walls burst into flame, lighting the dark inside of the temple with a warm, orange glow. Calexis followed him in and he led her across the dusty floor then to an alcove among the many that lined the walls of the circular structure. There they sat upon dust covered stone benches.
"It is a great risk to both of us for you to seek me out like this," Dakar said.
"No greater than the one you took in speaking to me at Kandara," she replied.
"What service might I be to you, Calexis?" Dakar said with a sigh.
"Is it safe here?" she asked. "May we speak freely?"
"Yes. There is no one listening."
"I want you to teach me, Dakar," Calexis said. "Teach me the trick you use to hide part of your mind."
Dakar looked at her with an odd expression.
"Out of curiosity, what has prompted you to ask this?"
"Does it matter?"
"Not particularly, but it is interesting that you should want to learn such a thing now. Will you answer my question?"
Calexis looked at the mage suspiciously, trying to determine if he was attempting to get her to betray herself, but she realized that if it were the case, what they had already said was more than enough for Cerric to blast her with his power, which was something she knew he could do on a whim.
"It is the way he looks at me," she told him. "Cerric is no longer interested in me. Every attempt I make to seduce him, he brushes me off, busy with other things, other matters, the tournament, the army, and half of which is my army. He wants nothing to do with me, that much is obvious, but he watches me, constantly. I am worried that he can hear my thoughts, that he can do to me what he has done to you and the other mages."
Dakar could tell that Calexis was on edge, and the fact that Cerric's enthralled servants were keeping a close eye on her was taking its toll. He suspected that she would not like what he was about to tell her.
"Cerric cannot hear your thoughts, Calexis," Dakar said. "But that is something he hopes to change very soon. The priesthood of mages has been working on a new spell, a kind of magic that will work much like the book, one that will enthrall even those without magic and possibly those like yourself who are able to resist the effects of the book. It is something he plans to do during the celebrations for the tournament, when as many people as possible are in the city."
"He would ensorcel the entire people?" Calexis was appalled, yet she wondered about his purpose. "Why?"
"It is his nature," Dakar said. "In the short moments when I have been free of my duties, I have studied the book of prophecies I told you about and I have learned many things. It appears that Cerric is inhabited by not just one, but two gods."
"Two gods? Which gods?"
"As you know, he once claimed to be Kroma, the god whose temple we now visit, but if the seers of the Mistrani were correct, he is also Kenra, the god of shadows," he told her. "The way the Mistrani prophecies are written, it appears that Kenra took Kroma within him during a battle between the two of them at the edge of this world on the path to Etherium. I have not yet read the entire book, but there is mention that Kenra stole from Stroma as well. It would explain how Cerric is so powerful, if he has the power of two or even three gods within him."
"If he is so powerful then why does he need to control everything?"
"I do not know exactly, but I have also learned some things from the link that binds me to him. If the center of his thoughts is that of Kenra, then it is his nature to be suspicious of everything. According to the Mistrani, the dark god of shadows was always thus. He is a jealous god, who pretends to be many things in order to get what he wants. It would not surprise me if Cerric is already gone, consumed by Kenra, who has already swallowed his older brother, Kroma."
"Then Cerric is no more? I am married to Kenra?"
"I do not know," Dakar told her. "All I know is that the mind that binds me to him through the power of the book is the mind of a god, not that of a man. And from the way the Mistrani describe him, I would say that he is Kenra, but more powerful than he ever was."
Calexis sat quietly for a moment, thinking about what Dakar had told her. It was already confusing at first to think of Cerric being someone else, a god no less, but it made sense that if a god had entered him then the weak minded fool, Cerric would be no match for him.
"Do the prophecies tell anything more about the godswords?" she asked.
"A little," Dakar said. "They mention that the oldest of the gods kept the knowledge of their existence from the younger gods and hid them to prevent their use.
"Which ones are the older gods?"
"Stroma and Ayra are the two older gods. Mara, Kroma and Kenra are the younger three. It is not clear whether they are their children or if they came into being when the older two awoke at the dawn of the third age. The prophecies are very clear about some things and less so about others."
"You told me I would find this temple interesting," Calexis said.
"I did," Dakar replied with a dark grin. "Come, I would like to show you something."
Dakar stood and Calexis rose as well and followed him from the alcove to the center of the temple. The mage stopped short of the large, open area in front of a dais and made a quick gesture with his hand. Calexis felt the faint tingle of energy as Dakar used his power to lift the layer of dust from the floor in front of them, revealing a symbol that was inlaid in the smooth stone. It was an old symbol of a mountain and Calexis noticed that it seemed to glow faintly with a warm, reddish color. The light from the symbol was so faint that she thought it was simply a reflection of the fire that burned in the torches along the walls, but her own magic allowed her to see more clearly and she realized that it was indeed glowing.
"What does it mean?" she asked.
"I suspect that Kroma may yet live," Dakar told her. "Perhaps you might offer him a prayer in the hope that he might yet prevail over Kenra and stop this madness."
Calexis gave the mage a skeptical look and he let the dust drop again to the floor.
"I would rather not wait for some god to sort things out," she said. "Now teach me how to separate a part of my mind. If Cerric or Kenra or whomever it is I am married to is planning on using the priesthood to enslave everyone, including me, then I will need to be able to protect myself from that magic if I am to be able to kill him."
Dakar raised an eyebrow at her.
"Her highness is ambitious as ever, I see," he said.
"I am a queen," Calexis reminded him. "I do not take orders from petty kings, or scheming gods for that matter."
*****
 
Cerric was pleased to find that the preparations for the tournament were well under way. The mages had been busily placing crystals throughout the city and connecting them to the star shaped structure in the temple that they had used to open the path from Etherium, allowing him to return to the world. In a few days everything would be in place and messengers were to ride out across the land, inviting every warrior to participate in the tournament and encouraging the people of the kingdom to attend the festivities. Gifts were promised to all those who came to the crown city and great feasts of food and drink were to be given freely. 
The magistrates Cerric had appointed told him that the burden of supporting the army had been difficult for the people over the past year and many were going hungry, so it was very likely that many would make the journey to the city, even if it were just for the promise of something to eat. The cost of it was already mounting, but he did not care. The plunder that had been taken from Kandara would cover much of it and the rest would come from the Maramyrian treasury, which was full with coin and jewels he had confiscated from the many merchants and nobles who had failed to secure his favor.
"Berant," Cerric said, looking up from the stack of writs to which he was signing his name on the large table in the throne room. "What say we send invitations out to the neighboring lands as well?"
"As you wish, your highness," Berant replied. "It may take some time for them to get there. If you wish to hold this tournament in a matter of days then it might not be possible for word to reach those from foreign lands who might wish to compete and for them to travel all the way here."
"Talk to Dakar," Cerric told him. "I am sure he will know of a way for the mage priests to get the word out quickly."
"I will seek him out first thing in the morning," Berant said.
"No need." Cerric picked up the sheaf of signed papers and held them to the commander of his army. "Dakar is at the temple square discussing the Queen's plans to decorate the city. Apparently she wishes for it to be a surprise in the hope of winning my favor."
"Has the Queen fallen out of favor with the King?" Berant asked as he took the papers, then he immediately regretted the question, knowing it would likely provoke the god-king. Thankfully, Cerric laughed instead.
"No, Berant," he said. "But it is always important that she works to keep my favor, like everyone else. I am generous to those who show that they are unfailing in their loyalty."
"Of course, highness," Berant replied, breathing easier for the moment. "I will find Dakar at once, then if my king is amenable, I would like to get some rest. It is very late and I do not have his highness' godlike ability to remain awake for days on end."
Cerric smiled at the man.
"I forget such trivialities," he said and he glanced at the sword that hung at the man's waist. "If you would use that sword I gave you, then you might find yourself with the strength and endurance of a younger man. You might consider it if you wish to continue being useful to me."
"It is very tempting, my king."
"Power always is," Cerric said. "And for good reason."
"I will go directly to the mage," Berant said.
"Tell Dakar I expect that whatever he and my queen are planning will be fitting for a god."
"Of course," Berant said then he bowed his head stiffly and exited the room.
Cerric walked to one of the large windows that looked out over the city and he looked down on the silhouetted streets and buildings under the darkness of night. A few places glowed dimly with yellow lantern and candlelight and he saw the darker orange of torches moving through the city as guards patrolled the streets. It was a quiet night in the crown city but he could hear the distant rumblings of power in the distance. As powerful as he was, Cerric knew there were others out there who might challenge him, and one he had watched for years and whose power he very much hoped to capture.
Those who worked against him had made many efforts over the ages to prevent his ascendancy, but now that he had returned to the world, he was determined to make sure that there would be none left who could defeat him. He knew they would come, but he was eager to destroy them and take their power for himself so he looked forward to their challenge. Cerric glanced down at the jeweled sword at his belt and smiled bitterly. The others had thought to hide weapons such as these from him, but they were fools to think that he would not eventually find them, for he would always find what was secreted in the shadows. Nothing and no one could hide from him forever and, as eager as he was to take what he rightfully deserved, he remained patient, for he was a god, and thus, time was ever on his side, unlike the guest he had brought with him from Kandara, who was beginning to break down further with every passing day. Though it was late, Cerric found that he was not particularly tired so he left the throne room and made his way down the many flights of stone steps to the dungeons deep underneath the palace, where young Elric, the former king of Kandara hung in chains, awaiting further torment at Cerric's pleasure.
*****
 
Calthas waited in the shadows by the entrance to the temple of Mara and watched as Lord Berant spoke with the mage priest, Dakar. The young mage priest had been about to make his way into the new temple of the one god with the false copy of the book when the Cerric's general had appeared, forcing him to wait even longer. It was already very late into the night and Calthas had hoped to make his foray inside to switch the books when the mage priests finished their work. He had visited the temple for a number of nights, using a variety of excuses to be there, running errands for those who worked within the temple, every night observing their movements, keeping track of routines and patterns in their activities, looking for the best time to steal the book. 
Every night, around the same time, a final shift of mage priests would arrive after dark and begin pouring their power into the large crystal structure that had been used in the ceremony during which the god had appeared and become one with Cerric, while a number of of them would do the same with additional crystals, which were then placed at various points around the city, for a purpose that Calthas and Stroma had theorized about at length. Once the mages were completely drained, they would then file out together, leaving only a few mage priests behind to keep watch on the temple.
Calthas waited patiently, hoping that his chance had not been ruined, and frustrated that Dakar was still at the temple, since he should have already left with the other mages. The mage priest spoke to Berant then disappeared inside the temple, leaving the army commander waiting outside for a short while then reemerged with a group of mages. Dakar and the others accompanied Berant away from the temple and looked to be heading in the direction of the city gates and Calthas thanked his good fortune. With the temple square now quiet, the mage stepped out of the shadows and walked briskly toward the temple entrance.
With Stroma's help, Calthas had created a magical field around himself that was so subtle it would be almost completely undetectable, even to someone looking for magic. The god had told him that it was very similar to a magical trap he had fallen into, that had the effect of making a person not so much invisible as completely unnoticeable and entirely forgettable. It was an interesting distinction and, as Stroma had explained, the benefit of using such a spell was that it required so little magic and barely disrupted the natural flows of energy, which made it even more difficult to detect, even if a person were very close in proximity to anyone who was searching for them. Even though he understood the principles involved and even the magic itself, Calthas still felt strange walking in the front door of the temple while hidden in plain sight.
Shortly after the ceremony that had brought the god forth and fused his energy with Cerric, the mage priests had moved the crystal away from the altar and it now hung overhead in the center of the large, open chamber. As he walked inside the temple and was amazed at how brightly the crystal structure glowed, bathing the interior of the chamber with a purple tinted light, far brighter than it had when he had visited on one of his false errands the night before. From what Calthas knew about imbuing objects and crystals in particular with power, it was a sign that the energy that the countless black robed mages had been pouring into it was reaching the point where the power would become useable for whatever purpose Cerric and his priesthood intended. Calthas hoped that whatever it was they planned to do would also require the book, which sat open on a pillar in the center of the temple, underneath the glowing, pulsing crystal.
Despite the fact that Dakar had departed with a number of the mage priests, a few still remained, several of them resting in alcoves, and a few others continuing to feed their energy into additional crystals that lay upon stone tables at the sides of the chamber. Thankfully, none of them noticed Calthas when he entered the temple, which he hoped meant that the spell he had placed upon himself was doing what it was supposed to do. He felt the copy of the book that was tucked into his robes then walked forward toward the pillar where the original copy of the book lay. He was half way there when a mage priest he recognized walked out of one of the alcoves, and began making her way to the center of the chamber. She was one of Dakar's inner circle, a higher up in the ranks of the mage priests, named Yanick, who had been in charge of the construction of the temple and the creation of the crystal stucture from the start. Calthas cursed his bad luck that she would choose the same moment as he did to venture toward the book, and all he could do now was to continue on his course and hope the spell he and Stroma had created, continued to work.
Calthas walked to the center of the chamber, keeping his footsteps steady and even, treading gently across the stone floor. The mage priest, Yanick, reached the pillar before him and Calthas groaned inwardly as she leaned over the book and began to turn its pages. While the spell that obscured him from being noticed seemed to be effective, it worked with the natural flows of energy, only bending them slightly in the sight and consciousness of those within its sphere, and Stroma had warned him that it would only be effective if he kept his movements natural and subtle. Picking the book right out from under the nose of a mage priest who was focusing on it would be the sort of thing that would abruptly disrupt the natural flows of energy. 
Calthas slowed his steps and stared up at the crystalline structure that hung overhead, stopping just short of the pedestal where the mage, Yanick, continued to examine the book. He marveled at the amount of power he could see flowing through the crystals, which were connected to one another by energy in an elongated shape that resembled a star glowing in the night sky. Whatever Cerric and Dakar were planning, they had gathered a substantial amount of power from the mage priests and Calthas had no doubt that its effect would be very large and most likely something terrible.
"It is beautiful," he heard Yanick say and he looked down to see that the black robed mage was no longer at the book but now stood directly in front of him. Calthas' heart pounded loudly in his chest and he fought to maintain his composure though he was quite startled by her catching him unawares.
"It is," he said, wondering how long he had been staring at the glowing crystals. "I feel as though I could stare at it forever."
"Yes," she said with a dreamy smile on her face. "Such power, gathered into one place, is so very beautiful."
During his previous visits to the temple, Calthas had not spent much time looking at the crystal and it had not glowed with as much power as it now did, but he now felt the perceptible pull of it, a seductive energy that drew his attention. Even though he had only spoken with Yanick a handful of times, he could tell that she was not the same as she had been when he had first met her. Her formerly sharp intensity was gone, now replaced with an almost docile expression that reminded him of a cow that would happily chew its cud, oblivious to the fact that it was being led to the butcher. Calthas made a point not to look at the crystal anymore and kept his focus on the task at hand.
"Praise the One," Calthas said, hoping it might prompt the mage priest to leave. She smiled at him then walked back to the alcove whence she came and began sorting through a number of crystals that had not yet been imbued with power, arranging them in different rows.
Calthas glanced around the temple and saw that none of the other mages were paying attention to him so he continued that last few paces toward the book that sat on the stone pedestal. Its pages were open to an image that depicted what looked to be a map of the city of Maramyr, with countless glowing marks on it, arranged in a configuration that resembled the large crystalline structure that hung overhead. Whatever the god was planning, it appeared that it would involve the entire city and Calthas was glad that once he had taken the book, he would be leaving Maramyr, hopefully not to return any time soon.
He pulled out his lesser copy of the book and flipped through its pages until he found the same two that were displayed on the original, the only difference between the two being the ability to capture mages, a power to which he was thankfully immune. Carefully, Calthas used his power to strengthen the obscuring spell that surrounded him and directed the flows of energy around the book on the pedestal and the one in his hand. Once the lines of power swirled around both books in an identical pattern, Calthas held his copy of the book next to the original and slowly slid it onto the pedestal while sliding the other one off. Keeping its pages tilted toward the glow of the crystal overhead, he gently closed the book. He paused for a moment almost holding his breath at the thought that somehow Cerric or the mage priests might notice the change, but nothing happened. With a sigh of relief, he tucked the book under his robes and, fighting the urge to run, Calthas calmly walked out of the temple and into the night.
*****
 
The night sky was beginning to grow light as the three women picked their way over the rocky hills that led back to the mountain path where they had left their horses. The side trip to the Kandaran city had confirmed the worst of Ariana's fears as she saw the devastation that Cerric's armies had visited upon the land and its people. As a Ranger of Kandara, Margo knew a variety of ways to slip in and out of the city undetected so, along with Keira, they were able to get a closer look at things.
It appeared that Cerric had left Duke Mirdel in charge of the city, along with several thousand of his dead soldiers. Margo checked several of the homes in the city of those who kept ties to the Rangers and found most of them empty, their inhabitants apparently dragged away and assigned to work in either the minds, the fields or in the city, serving the new master of Kandara. At one of the homes, a young girl with a lame leg, who walked with a crutch had answered, and only after Margo had knocked several times and scratched the wood on the door with her fingernails, which was a signal that it was a Ranger at the door. The girl was fearful at first but she let them in and told them what she knew about what had happened in the city. She explained how the people had been assigned to work crews and that the only reason she had not been dragged away like her parents was due to her being crippled and thus considered useless.
The three women were appalled to hear of the way the Kandaran people were being treated. Mirdel had even ordered his dead soldiers, men and women both, to take their pleasure with the Kandarans as they saw fit, and there was already talk of disease spreading throughout the land, which was likely caused by the rotting flesh of their walking corpses. Margo appeared to take the news in stride though Ariana noticed the woman's knuckles turn white with her hand gripping the hilt of her sword as she listened to the things the girl told them. Keira seemed to almost turn an unhealthy shade of green when she heard about what it meant to be assigned as a servant and Ariana fought to keep her temper from getting the better of her, which she found was becoming more and more difficult with every passing day. 
Though the girl had been allowed to stay in her family's home in the city, or more precisely ignored by those in charge of Kandara, she had not eaten in many days, so the three women each gave her a portion of their travel rations and encouraged her to leave the city and make her way out to the countryside, where she might at least be able to forage for food. The girl thanked them for their generosity and told them that she wished to wait for the return of the lords of Kandara, whom she truly believed would save her people, but she said that she would consider their advice if it took longer than she hoped.
In relative silence, Ariana and her two companions reached the mountain trail, mounted their horses and continued on along the thin, tree lined path that ran north along the western range above the city of Kandara. High in the mountains, the air was thankfully cleaner but the view of the vast valley, which was dark and choked with soot and smoke in the dim morning light was an ominous sight to behold. They rode briskly along the trail as the sky grew lighter and the sun began to peek over the mountains to the east, flooding beams of yellow light through dark clouds that hung from the sky. After a while the trail grew thin and uneven so they slowed their pace, glad at least to no longer have to look upon what had befallen the once proud and peaceful kingdom.
"It is villanous what Mirdel is doing to Kandara," Margo said, finally unable to hold back her anger. "It would please me to see that fat pig roasting on a spit."
"From the sound of things, Mirdel is little more than a puppet to Cerric," Ariana said. "I wonder how much he even thinks for himself."
"It is a dark magic that this god-king has wrought," Keira commented. "There are old stories of this from the days of the Great War that tell how the Council of Mages was formed to prevent the rise of death magic and other dark arts. It is telling that with the disbanding of the Council and the rise of this priesthood, that these things appear to have returned."
"It is the work of my uncle and that snake Dakar," Ariana said angrily. "They will suffer for what they have done."
Keira heard the hard edge in Ariana's voice, an aggression she had been noticing more and more and she worried that the constant strain of the war and travel might be taking its toll on the girl. When they had both taken off their masks to make themselves less obvious sneaking in and out of the Kandaran city, she saw that Ariana appeared very tired, with dark circles under her eyes where none had been before.
"Justice will find them in time," Keira said. "Perhaps we should stop to rest. It will serve no purpose to exhaust ourselves."
"I would rather we pressed onward," Ariana replied, unable to escape the overwhelming feeling of urgency deep within her that she must find Borrican but, after giving it some thought, she realized that Keira was right. "We will water the horses at the next stream, but I would like to gain as much ground as we can."
"Understood," Margo said, nudging her horse a little faster. "Let's pick up the pace."
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
The sun was almost at its zenith when Zachary sighted the gathering of tents clustered around the oasis in the seemingly endless sea of sand. He pointed it out to Stavros and Ehlena and the three of them hurried their steps toward the camp, glad to have found shelter from the blazing sun overhead. As they neared the oasis, a large group of warriors, both men and women, rudely dressed in little more than loincloths but bearing weapons and looking as though they knew hot to use them, emerged to greet them. At the fore of the group, which numbered at least twenty, was a large dark skinned man, who eyed the three robed travelers with suspicion.
"I am Kazar," he said, his deep, dry voice cutting through the desert heat. "Why have you come here?"
"We are searching for someone," Stavros said, stepping forward but Ehlena held out her hand in front of him, stopping him.
"By the light of the fire, I would share the waters of life and breathe the words of truth with Ansari," she said, knowing it was an old Ansari greeting from the memories of hte goddess. The man looked at her skeptically.
"Interesting that you would know our ways though you do not know Ansari," he said.
"You will find that I know more than most," she said, gesturing to Stavros and Zachary. "These two are of my domain."
"And what domain is that?" Kazar asked. "You are not Ansari, thus your domain means little."
"My domain is the sky, he air, the wind, the whisper, the word," Ehlena told him and the desert around them suddenly became deathly quiet, without any sound whatsoever. "That is my domain."
Kazar sensed the power that had surrounded him and realized that his first impression was mistaken. Even though the two mages had made efforts to obscure their power, the Ansari of the camp had sensed their approach. At this close distance, though it was difficult to measure, it was obvious to Kazar and the others who had accompanied him that the mages were exceptionally powerful, but the young girl who traveled with them, who seemed at first to be the least threatening was of much greater concern. Not only did she know far more about the ways of Ansari than she should, but her power was almost undetectable up until the moment when she had taken complete control of the air itself. Kazar knew he was facing someone or something that his people had not encountered for a very long time and decided it would be best to tread carefully.
"I cannot give you welcome," he said then he bowed his head. "That is for Ansari to decide, but I can extend my respect and pledge my honor in exchange for your own."
"I am thankful," Ehlena told him. "You have my respect and pledge."
"Good," Kazar said. "Come with me. It would be best if you were greeted while the sun still rises in the sky."
As Ehlena, Zachary and Stavros followed the man into the camp, they were flanked on both sides by the rest of the warriors.
"Ehlena, should we be concerned about these people?" Zachary asked.
"Yes," Ehlena said. "Ansari are very powerful."
"They are very adept at hiding it," Stavros commented. He had used his power to see what threat the Ansari might represent, and it had taken most of his concentration to discern anything at all. It appeared that the Ansari were not just skilled warriors, but they seemed to possess power that rivaled that of a mage, but they were different somehow, in ways that Stavros could not tell. "I think we would be wise to step carefully and guard our words, Zachary."
"Yes, of course, Stavros," the other mage said, catching the warning.
*****
 
Aaron had awakened late to find Kasha already up and gone from the tent where they had spent a restful night after enjoying one another several times. Her scent still lingered on the sheets and Aaron wished he could simply stay in the bed and wait for her return but he knew that it was unlikely. He had come to learn that Kasha was not one to stay at rest for long. After refreshing himself and dressing, he found her on the far side of the camp, at the edge of the clear waters of the oasis, with Lexi and Tash, both of whom were seated on the ground in front of a very old man, who sat on a rock, his skin sagging over the bones and sinew of his ancient body
"See the water," he said. "How is it different from the sand that surrounds us?"
Aaron walked up next to Kasha and stood silently, watching the exchange.
"It is wet?" Tash tried. The old man smiled.
"Yes," he said. "Now how are they the same?"
"The same?" Tash looked confused. "Sand is dry and water is wet. They are opposite."
"Simply because one is wet and the other is dry does not make them opposite. They are merely different. Describe them. Perhaps I should have asked how they are similar." The man tilted his head thoughtfully.
"They are different," Lexi said.
"You are different, are you not?" he replied. "Both of you, seated here before me are different in many ways, and yet you are also similar."
"That's true," Tash said. "We both like spiced meat and we both think the Ansari leader is scary."
"You do?"
"I do not fear him," Lexi said. "But he is powerful and fearsome."
"You think him fearsome and yet you do not fear," said the man. "Why is that?"
"What is the point of fear?" Lexi asked.
"And yet you are a prisoner of fear."
"I was a prisoner before, but I was not afraid," Lexi said. "I fear nothing."
"Oh, but you do," the man said. "You fear yourself. You are afraid of who you are. Is that not the truth?"
"No," Lexi told him. "I do not fear who I am. I do not like what I am. It is different."
"Perhaps, but its effect is the same." The man sighed. "Let us return to the question of the sand and the water. One is wet, the other is dry, but how are they the same? What do they share?"
Aaron leaned in close to Kasha's ear.
"Can I do this instead of fighting the Ansari leader?"
Kasha smiled.
"No," she said.
"That's it?"
"Yes."
"I see," Aaron said and shook his head. He was not particularly eager to fight the man, but it did not seem like he was to be given much of a choice in the matter. He supposed he could simply leave the camp but, from what Kasha had told him before they left Ba'shan, the Ansari would track him down anyway. Aaron sighed quietly, glad at least that Lexi and Tash were not being forced to fight anyone. The sun was rising higher into the sky and he supposed he should make his way to the center of the camp.
"You do not see," the man said, turning to look at Aaron. "You are the same as these two in that respect, but you are also different and thus a different way is required if you are to know Ansari."
Aaron was surprised that the man had heard him.
"How am I different?" Aaron asked and the old man chuckled.
"You ask questions," he replied. "That is one way you are different."
"I ask questions," Tash insisted.
"But do you question yourself?" the man replied then he looked at Lexi. "This one has already decided who and what she is, while it has not yet occurred to you who or what you might be. In this you are very different, yet the solution is the same."
"And Aaron questions himself?" Tash asked, looking over at Aaron.
"Oh yes," the man said. He turned and staring at him again, his eyes glinting in the bright light of the desert sun and Aaron felt as though he were looking right through him into the very core of his being. "He questions everything. That is why he has not yet been punished."
"Punished?" Aaron was surprised. "Is that why I am here, to be punished?"
"Perhaps," the man said. "Though it would be better that you learn instead."
"And what must I learn?"
"Who and what you are, of course." The old man smiled, then he turned his head in the direction of the camp as though distracted by something. He rose from his seat upon the rock and Aaron saw the man's eyes turn a dark, golden color as he stared intently through the camp. "It is rare that I am taken by surprise, though this is not unexpected."
"What is it?" Kasha asked.
"A rare power," he said then he glanced over at Aaron. "Perhaps it is good that she has come. There will be many questions."
"Who has come?" Aaron asked then he noticed the faint scent of flowers on a light gust of wind and he felt a kind of vibration in the air around him.
"That you are not aware is part of why you are here," the old man said then he walked away in the direction he had been staring.
"What a strange old man," Aaron said.
"You find him strange?" Kasha asked.
"A little," Aaron said. "Does he always speak like that? Maybe he is just more Ansari than the other Ansari. Who is he, anyway?"
"He is my teacher," Kasha said as Lexi and Tash got up from where they were sitting and came over to stand next to her and Aaron.
"That old man was your teacher?" Aaron was surprised, for the man did not look as though he had the strength to lift a sword, let alone weild one in battle.
"He is a very old man, one of the oldest of our people, so you are correct that he may be more Ansari than most, but do not mistake his age for his strength," she told him. "He is more powerful than most."
"What is his name?" Aaron asked.
"As I told you when we were at Forsina, he does not have a name," Kasha reminded him.
"The Ansari have some strange ideas," Aaron said. "On one hand your teacher talks about knowing who and what you are as being very important, yet he does not have a name."
"Does having a name mean you know who you are?" Kasha asked.
Aaron thought about it for a moment.
"I guess it does," he said. "Doesn't it?"
"See," she said. "You don't know. In the ring at Forsina, you were Antal, then later in my tent, you were Aaron. Were you a different person though you had a different name?"
"No," Aaron admitted. "I was always who I was."
"And that is what matters most," Kasha told him. "Knowing who and what you are is the first step to knowing Ansari."
But when I met Aaron, he said his name was Antal," Tash said. "I was sort of angry that he tricked me."
"Did he trick you, Tash?" Kasha asked. "Did he lead you astray or do anything that was untrue?"
"No," Tash admitted. 
"Your name is Tasha, but you tell people it is Tash and pretend to be a boy," Kasha added. "Is that any different? Are you trying to trick anyone?"
"No," she said. "Things are just easier because some people aren't very nice or think girls should be a certain way."
"But your purpose was not to do any harm, merely to avoid difficulty," Kasha said.
"Yes," Tash replied with a nod.
"Then what does it matter if an old man decides he no longer needs a name. You would not mistake him for anyone else, would you?"
"I don't think I have ever seen anyone as old as him," Aaron commented.
"He is who he is," Kasha said. "And, as you said to Ansari last night, you are who you are. Seeing the truth of yourself and the truth of others is part of knowing Ansari, but it is both a rare gift and a skill that most are unwilling to learn." She turned in the direction that her teacher had gone. "I am curious about this power that has appeared among us, for her scent is not unfamiliar to me."
"You know who it is?" Aaron asked.
"No, I do not, but you should," Kasha told him. "Her scent is already part of yours, so much so I would think you were mated."
"Mated?" Aaron was surprised and now curious, though he was starting to get an idea who it might be that had arrived at the Ansari camp.
"Come," Kasha said. "It is almost time for you to meet Ansari."
She walked away, leaving him standing with Tash and Lexi, who looked at him as though he had done something wrong. Frustrated, Aaron turned and followed Kasha, and Lexi and Tash trailed along behind him.
"Do you think Kasha is jealous?" Tash whispered to Lexi.
"I do not know," she replied. "I do not understand such things, but she is right. It is the same scent that is part of him. There are two others who have come, who are also very similar to him."
"How can you tell?" Tash asked.
"I do not know," Lexi said, wondering about it herself, and why she felt the same way about the people that had arrived at the camp as she did about Kasha when she had awakened to her scent in Ba'shan. "The mages who taught me when I was young said I could sense things that others could not. Perhaps it is something like what the Ansari are trying to teach us."
Aaron caught up to Kasha and followed her through the camp toward the open area where the fires had burned the night before. The place where the largest fire had burned was now clear except for the black and grey remains of ashes and, by the light of day, Aaron now saw that it was ringed by a stone circle much like the ones at Forsina and Ba'shan. The large Ansari leader was seated upon his great wooden chair and a large group of Ansari warriors was making their way toward him, surrounding three people that Aaron immediately recognized. The old man, Kasha's teacher now stood to the right of the wooden throne and Aaron was surprised to see him smiling in a way that reminded him of the man, Lento, did at the Warrior's Palace.
"I have never seen my teacher with such an expression," Kasha commented, glancing over at Aaron. "Who are these people?"
"The tall one is apparently my father," Aaron told her with a sigh. "The other man is a mage called Stavros, who is the brother to my uncle, and the girl is called Ehlena, but she has become some sort of goddess."
"They are your people," Kasha said, wondering at Aaron's lack of enthusiasm. "You do not seem pleased to see them."
"It is difficult to explain," he told her. "The reason I went to Ba'shan was to get away from them for a while."
"Then you do not want them here?"
"No," Aaron said. "It isn't that. I just wanted some time to think about things."
"I am surprised," Kasha said. "I did not think you would be one to run away from things."
"I wasn't running away," Aaron said, though he heard the irritation in his own voice and realized that it was exactly what he had done. "I just wanted some time, that's all."
"And have you answered whatever questions you had?"
"Not really," Aaron said.
"It is often better to answer questions by facing them," she said.
"You sound like my uncle," Aaron told her.
"He must have been very wise," Kasha said with a glint of a smile in her eyes.
Aaron was relieved to see that she had not entirely lost her sense of humor, though he could see by the serious expressions on the faces of the Ansari that there was little humor to go around. While Kasha's teacher smiled uncomfortably at Ehlena and the two mages, the Ansari leader and the other warriors also appeared to be on edge. Though Aaron could only see the side of her face as he approached, Ehlena appeared calm, as did Stavros, but he noticed that Zachary was looking around at the camp and the Ansari as though oblivious to the fact that he was completely surrounded by them. Zachary caught sight of Aaron as he and Kasha walked past the gathering crowd and he smiled widely at him.
"Aaron!" the mage exclaimed. "We finally found you!"
"Zachary," Aaron said with a nod and he smiled at the other two, who had turned when the mage had called out his name. "Did the three of you come all this way looking for me?"
"Aaron," Ehlena said, her eyes brightening for a moment, then her gaze shifted to Kasha, who walked next to Aaron, her muscular, tanned and nearly naked warrior body, dangerous as a living weapon. "I see you have acquainted yourself with the Ansari."
"I am Kasha," the Ansari woman said. "I would know your name from your own lips, sister."
"Sister?" Ehlena was surprised that the woman would suggest that they might be sisters, since everthing about her suggested that she was looking to fight. "I am Ehlena."
Kasha looked at her with a questioning expression on her face.
"You speak the truth of your name yet not all of it," she said. "That is strange to me, but I greet you, sister, Ehlena."
Ehlena smiled at the woman then she turned her head toward the Ansari leader who rose from his chair.
"Explain your presence in our domain," he said, his voice low and thunderous.
"I am here," Ehlena answered. "What is to be explained?"
"What is your purpose?" the Ansari asked.
"We came looking for him," Zachary said, gesturing his thumb toward Aaron. "Now, if you don't mind, we'll just collect him and be on our way."
"What is your purpose here?" the Ansari leader repeated.
"I just told you," Zachary replied. "I'm not in the habit of explaining myself."
"Zachary," Ehlena said. "Please, let me deal with this." She stepped forward and looked at the old man, Kasha's teacher, for a moment then up at the large man who sat upon the wooden throne. "If I may, I would like to speak with this man for a moment."
"You may," the Ansari leader told her.
"I feel as though I might know you," Ehlena said to the old man.
"You are not who I thought," he said. "What have you done with her?"
"I have done nothing," Ehlena told him. "You are Ashan, are you not?"
The old man's eyes widened and he seemed almost upset, with a look of anger and sadness that was in stark contrast to the expression of serenity he had only a short time ago. 
"What have you done?" he asked again.
"I have done nothing," she repeated and she wished she could talk to the goddess who had become a part of her, the way she had before.
Ehlena knew that the old man was familiar to the Lady, but something about her memories of him made it difficult to recall. It was as though those memories remained hidden from her, which was strange since the goddess had given her all of her knowledge when she had become one with her essence. She could not imagine why the Lady would withhold something about an old man who lived in the middle of the desert, when she had shared everything else, even memories that she found disturbing and horrific, many of which Ehlena was still coming to terms with. When she tried to think of what she might know of the old man, Ehlena felt something like an echo within her, and a feeling that was a combination of sorrow and joy, and she began to wonder if there was any part of the goddess that remained within her that could answer such a question.
"Can you hear me?" she asked with her thoughts. After what seemed like an eternity of silence, though Ehlena knew that not even a moment had passed, she heard a faint echo from deep within her.
"I am nearly gone," said the voice of the Lady, though she sounded confused, as though she was in a dream of some. The thoughts became clearer and Ehlena could hear her more distinctly now. "Why have you called me back?"
"This man," Ehlena said. "You knew him, didn't you?"
She felt the emotions run through her again, stronger now, both joy and sorrow at seeing the old man, not just in memory but through Ehlena's eyes, but those thoughts were followed by a sense of melancholy.
"He is Ashan," she said.
"That much I know," Ehlena told her. "He is upset by me. Why?"
"I loved him once, and he loved me, but our love was not meant to be," the Lady told her. "I did not expect to see him again. It is strange that he still lives."
"Perhaps you should speak to him."
"It is difficult. I have given nearly everything to you and thought to let these few memories fade into the dream I am becoming."
"Why?" Ehlena asked. "You have given me so much of your life that we are one and the same and I have accepted those things."
"I thought to spare you my sorrows. We are one, but this is your time and I would not diminish that."
"I am fine," Ehlena told her. "If we are one, then let us be one. I will share your sorrows and you will share my joys."
"There are things that you might not wish to know," the Lady told her. "I have given you all that is useful, but I do not wish to change your view of the world, of life, of love."
"Do not fear for me, I will choose my own life," Ehlena reassured her. 
Ehlena thought she felt a tear in her eye and it was as though the goddess was crying and she felt profound sadness and joy flow through her in equal measure.
"This will take the last of me," the goddess told her. "After this, you will know all."
"If that is what you wish," Ehlena said. "I am grateful for your gift."
"And I am grateful for yours."
The air around Ehlena shimmered and, even though the sun blazed brighly overhead, it was as though she began to glow. The old man's eyes softened as the light around Ehlena's face took shape and a different face appeared, one that he recognized, and the spirit of the goddess in her previous form, that of the Lady Ayra, emerged from Ehlena. Ashan, the oldest living Ansari, stepped toward her with tears in his eyes.
"I thought you gone forever," he said.
"I have returned," the Lady said, placing her hand on his wrinkled cheek.
"You are someone else," he said. "How can this be?"
"The form I had could not exist beyond this world. To return required another, one who would freely accept me, who was alike to me in spirit that we would become one," she told him, "It is as much her gift to me as it is my gift to her and I have given it freely."
"I am glad to know this," he said.
Ayra turned and looked at Ehlena and the rest of the people who were silently observing what she wished could have been a private moment and she smiled at them. She turned at looked at the Ansari leader, his strong and muscular form but a shell of the far more powerful energy she could see that flowed within him, and she was glad to see that the Ansari remained as strong and fierce as they had always been. She returned her gaze to the old man.
"The one you knew as Ayra is no more, yet I live within her. It is as though she is my daughter, though my essence endures within her."
"I understand," he said. "Please forgive me for making such an offense, I feared the worst."
"Such fear is not unwarranted," she told him. "The god of shadows has returned and he has done exactly that which you feared and he now threatens the peoples of many lands. As you know, we thought to keep him from this world, and succeeded for a time, but we failed."
"I have felt many troubling things, and have wondered," he said. "What must we do to stop him? I am an old man, and the light of my fire is but coals among the ashes."
"It is neither for you nor I," Ayra said. "We have done what we could and it now falls to the children of this new age to succeed where we failed, to do what we could not, but gives me hope to see the strenght of Ansari yet endures, for the will of your people will surely be needed in the days to come."
"It is a different time," he said.
"In some ways, yes," she told him. "In other ways, it is much the same."
The old man smiled and glanced at the young folk with whom he had been speaking earlier, realizing that he had forgotten the very wisdom that he had been trying to impart. He looked back to the face of the woman who he had loved so very long ago and saw that her light was beginning to fade.
"Will we speak again?"
"No, Ashan. But I will always be here," she said as her energy began to withdraw from him, floating back toward Ehlena. She smiled at him sadly as her hand left his face and the last vestiges of who she once was became one with the other person she had become.
Ehlena felt the goddess return to her and the last piece of her opened, filling the few places that had been empty. The thoughts and emotions, the memories of the life, were now complete and Ehlena was almost overwhelmed by them, for though the goddess had already given her all of her wisdom and much of her knowledge, she had kept the most intimate things, her secret things to herself. But now, Ehlena felt those secret truths, those private joys and the suffering of the goddess become part of her and she understood why she had hoped to spare her from such knowledge. Ehlena took a deep breath and steadied herself, glad at least that she could now understand how the old man felt, and she smiled at the memory of him as a much younger man, strong and proud and beatiful to behold, and out of respect for the goddess who now faded within her completely, she put aside the memories of the intimate moments she once had with the one called Ashan.
The silence was almost eerie under the open sky with not even a breeze in the air, but the moment was broken by Zachary, who took a deep breath, cleared his throat and let out a great sigh.
"That was interesting," he said, glancing over at Ehlena then smiling at the Ansari leader. "Can we all be friends now? I'm kind of thirsty and I'd like a word with my son."
"You are the mage, Zachary," said the Ansari leader.
"Yes," Zachary replied. "You have heard of me?"
"You are known to us. Your son is is this young warrior called Aaron?"
"Yes, he is my son," Zachary replied, though he was a little uncomfortable saying so.
"Then it is your failure to teach him that has caused a disturbance in our domain."
Zachary looked over at Aaron.
"I didn't raise him, you know," Zachary said, jokingly, then he realized that no one chose to share in his humor. "What did he do that caused a disturbance?"
"He used true fire within the circles," the Ansari said.
"And that is against your laws?" Zachary asked.
"No," he replied. "We do not have laws as you know them, merely things that must be done. He will be tested in the circle to see if he is fit to possess such power."
"And what kind of test would this be?" Zachary asked, looking skeptical.
"He will fight without using this power. If he survives without it, then he will live and perhaps, if he is worthy, he will come to know Ansari. But, if he uses his power, then he will perish."
"Interesting," Zachary said. "You would deny him the power to defend himself."
"One does not need true fire to defend."
"And what if I decided that your test and your circle are a waste of time and told you we were going to leave this place."
"That would not be very wise, mage."
"Zachary," Aaron said. "I will take the test. I have the feeling that we will need the help of these people if we are to stop what Cerric is doing."
"Then you've decided to do something about what's happening in the world?" Zachary asked. "That's good. According to the little goddess here, we are going to need your help."
"I don't know why I am so important," Aaron said, looking at Ehlena for a moment. "I would appreciate it if someone would just tell me."
"It is for the same reason the Ansari wish to test you," Ehlena said. "You are very powerful, Aaron and so is the god, Kenra, who has become Cerric."
"And my power destroys things," Aaron said. "The Ansari called me a destroyer, and it think they are right."
"You do not yet know your true power," Ehlena told him.
Ashan stepped foward, smiling briefly at Ehlena then turned and he walked over to where Aaron stood with Kasha, Lexi and Tash.
"Your power to destroy dominates you, that is true," he said. "But there are other aspects to you that you have barely touched upon. I would instruct you in some of these things, but you must first reveal them to yourself. The fire that burns within you blinds even you to who and what you are, thus I cannot teach you as you are now."
"So, if pass your test and fight without using my power then you will teach me about these other things?" Aaron asked.
"Yes, there are things I can teach you," he said. "There are those who might teach you other things, but you must first know yourself or you will never truly know anything."
Aaron nodded.
"Then we might as well get to it," he said and walked toward the ash covered fighting circle.
Ehlena pushed through the Ansari who were gathered around her and caught up to him and took hold of his arm.
"Aaron, this is not merely some test of your skill," she told him. "It is a test of your honor. If you fail, they will kill you."
Aaron turned and looked into her eyes, the same watery blue they had always been, but her expression was no longer that of the seemingly carefree girl he had met not that long ago. He could see the power of the goddess flowing within her, and the ancient knowledge that she had gained and he wondered if he would hear her laugh again. With everything Ehlena had gained, Aaron wondered what she might also have lost. It seemed that knowing the truth of things was much harder than not knowing, and he almost wished he could go back to not knowing the truth about himself, about what he had done, or what his power had done. He decided it was only fitting that he should fight without it, since his power had only brought trouble to his life.
"If they kill me," Aaron said. "Then that will be my fate. Perhaps it would be better."
"Aaron," Ehlena said, frowning and he felt her hand clutch his arm tighter. "I saw what happened. I saw the dream, your memories of what happened."
"Then you know," he said and his eyes suddenly felt raw as though the hot desert air was lashing scraping at him.
"I know it wasn't your fault," she said. "And I know who it was that was in the room with you, trying to kill you."
"How could you? They are my memories and I don't even understand them. All I know is that I burned them. I burned them all, Ehlena."
"No," she said. "You burned away the shadow, and it was the shadow that killed them. Your memories are from the eyes of an infant, which is what you were, but I saw them with the eyes of the goddess, with the memories and knowledge of the goddess, and I know that power all too well. It is the same power that now lives within Cerric, the one who now threatens all the lands and its people. If he had not tried to kill you, none of it would have happened."
"But it was my power that killed them, just like those fighters in the circle at Ba'shan," Aaron said. "It is too much power. If I can't control it, then I should not have it."
"It isn't about controlling your power, Aaron," Ehlena told him. "It is about embracing it as part of you. You cannot think of it as separate from yourself, from who you are. That is part of what the Ansari teach. Through the memories of the goddess, I am familiar with some of their ways."
"I understand," he said and he gently pulled his arm from her grasp. "I won't use the power of fire."
Aaron turned and continued toward the fighting circle and both Zachary and Stavros walked up behind Ehlena and Zachary put his hand on her shoulder.
"I could not have explained it better myself," he told her. "I only wish we would have had a chance to help him learn about his power before this. I don't like this trial by battle idea. There are too many things that can go wrong."
"I agree," Stavros said. "Aaron should have been trained years ago. I should have been more attentive."
"It matters little now," Ehlena said. "Aaron is untrained and he is about to enter a true Ansari fighting circle, with a true Ansari warrior. His knowledge is not what matters, but his resolve and the truth within him."
"You know our ways," Kasha said, looking over at Ehlena with an approving look
"I have some memories of them," Ehlena replied.
"Then you know why he must be tested," Kasha said.
"Yes, I understand it now," she said, though she had her misgivings.
"Aaron will be fine," Kasha said.
"You are very confident," Ehlena said.
"Of course, I am Ansari," Kasha replied then she turned and walked toward the circle.
Aaron unbuckled his sword belt and drew the blade that Tarnath had left to him, his last gift after teaching him so many things that hopefully would help him in the fight with the large Ansari leader, who now stepped into the circle and drew his own sword that hung behind his shoulder. Aaron noticed that the Ansari's blade was similar to his own two swords, its steel gleaming a silvery grey with a hint of gold in the bright midday sun. The hilt was also wrapped in leather, including the pommel, like his own and Aaron wondered if the Ansari blade was also jeweled at the end. Perhaps he would ask him about it after the fight, assuming he did not use his power and invoke the wrath of the entire Ansari people.
"You carry a sword of power," the Ansari said. "Like your blade, which is bound, so too shall you be bound in this match. You may not use the power of fire or you will forfeit."
"Can I use other magic?" Aaron asked, trying to think of what he might do with his power that did not in any way involve fire.
"It would be wise to do so," he replied. "You have fought in the circles, but you have never fought Ansari."
"I fought Kasha," Aaron told him and the Ansari leader laughed.
"You fought Kasha blade to blade, but you did not truly fight Kasha," he said then he placed his sword on the ground.
"Why do you drop your sword?" Aaron asked.
"I will not need it to fight you," he replied.
Aaron was not sure exactly what he meant, but he began to understand when the Ansari leader began to change shape right in front of him. His body shifted, growing larger and what looked like bone formed on the outer surfaces of his forearms and legs and around his square jawed face. Aaron saw that the tops of the Ansari's hands were also covered and what had at first looked like bone now gleamed almost like armor. The Ansari had also grown to over three times the size that he was before, into some kind of giant monster.
"What are you?" Aaron asked.
"What indeed?" the creature growled through a mouth full of fangs and he leapt forward with incredible speed.
Aaron barely dodged the swing of the Ansari's powerful fist as he charged at him. He brought up his sword in a counter attack as he danced to the side, but it clattered harmlessly off the Ansari's hardened forearms. Almost a blur, the creature spun and swung at him and Aaron barely managed to block with his blade in time, but the power of his fist, drove the flat of his sword into him and the impact sent him flying backwards. Aaron landed hard on his back, sliding on the dirt, winded from being hit with such a force. He coughed and spluttered as he rolled and pushed himself to his knees. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Ansari standing calmly a handful of paces way, watching him rise.
"You will not last very long if you fight in such a manner," he said.
Aaron staggered to his feet and stared at the Ansari. Even with his sword, he was being completely overpowered by the size, speed and strength of the creature. The obvious futility of his attacks angered him and he felt the fire flare within him but he calmed himself and let the flames recede, pushing past them and extending his thoughts to every part of himself. At Ba'shan, he had used a power that Kasha had spoken about as the element of water, and he realized that he could sense the water on the other side of the camp, in the oasis. His senses sharpened even more and he could hear the sweat trickling down his brow and falling on the dry, sandy ground at his feet, but he could not figure a way that water might help him, especially since there was so little of it nearby. Aaron also remembered using his power to add strength to his body when he had landed Malek's ship, something he had done almost without thinking about it. If he did that again, he might be able to increase the strength of his body to take the powerful blows from the Ansari and possibly throw a few of his own.
Aaron reached for the raw power that ran beneath the different energies that flowed within him like streams of color and he channeled it into his flesh. He could feel his bones and muscles becoming stronger and, the way he had darkened his appearance, he made his skin tougher as well. Aaron stepped forward toward the Ansari and he felt every individual grain of sand and even fine powder of dust beneath his feet move, attuned to his senses and another part of his power that he had not experienced. He felt like he could move the ground itself with it and wondered what he might use that to his advantage. He took another step forward and shifted the energy in the protective sphere around him, disappearing, then he stepped sideways, hoping his opponent might think he was still coming at him from the other direction, but the creature's eyes continued to follow him.
"I can still see you," the Ansari said with a grin.
"How?" Aaron asked. "You should not be able to see me now."
"I am Ansari," he said. "Very little is hidden from our sight."
Aaron shrugged, hoping his added strength would still make a difference.
"Come," the Ansari said.
At the side of the fighting circle, among the gathered Ansari, Tash and Lexi stood with Kasha, watching as Aaron slowly walked toward his monstrous opponent. He swung his sword and was sent flying across the dirt once more by a powerful swipe of the Ansari leader's forearm. Again, Aaron pushed himself back to his feet, dusted himself off, and resumed his attack.
"Do you think he can win?" Tash asked, looking up at Kasha.
"No," she replied. "Not as he is now, but this fight is not about winning."
"I don't understand," Lexi said. "Why fight if not to win or lose?"
"It is a test," Kasha said. "If Aaron can resist the power of fire that burns within him, then he will prove himself worthy to possess such a power. He must also prove the truth of himself."
"Why is it so important that he prove to you people who he is?" asked Zachary, who stood nearby with Stavros and Ehlena.
Kasha turned and gave him a hard stare with her eyes glowing golden.
"Mage, Zachary, you are known to Ansari," she said. "Of all people, you should know why we do not treat true fire lightly and why we seek truth from those who possess such power. Much harm can come from those who do not know their truth, who allow their power to overcome them. This, you know very well."
Zachary knew exactly what the Ansari woman was talking about. It was something that had happened long ago, and though he had many regrets in his life, what she spoke of was perhaps his greatest.
"I understand," he said. "And I agree. It's just that Aaron has had almost no training with his power. To expect that kind of control from him is unfair."
"And why has he not been trained?" Kasha asked. "Is it not the custom among your people to train those who are gifted with power? You are the head of the Council of Mages, are you not?"
"The Council of Mages is no longer," Stavros said, answering on Zachary's behalf. "Much has changed in the lands to the north. You must be aware of the priesthood and their allegience to this god of theirs."
"We have heard stories of this," Kasha replied. "Our contact with the kingdoms of the north has grown less of recent years." She looked at Zachary for a moment. "Still, we see many things, even from afar. A mage using the power of true fire is something we would notice and remember. It has been some time since you revealed your power, though there were tremors of it that we recognized several days ago."
"I had a disagreement with the sea," Zachary said.
"We felt that as well." Kasha turned to Ehlena. "Your power we did not notice, and even now it is difficult to see, though we now understand why."
"What is this we?" Zachary asked. "Are you saying all of the Ansari can sense these things?"
"As a mage, you can sense the power of another mage," Kasha said. "Ansari also have this ability and we are far more adept with our senses than most."
"Then you must know about the appearance of the god-king, Cerric of Maramyr," Zachary said.
"We have felt a great power growing in the north," Kasha told him. "We have also felt other powers in the world. We have felt many things of late and many of these things give us cause for concern."
"Well it's nice that you are concerned," Zachary replied. "There is a lot happening in the world right now and very little of it is good."
"We have learned of some of this," Kasha said. "Perhaps you can speak of these things with Ansari once this match has seen its end."
In the circle, Aaron tried repeatedly to attack the Ansari leader, and each time he was blocked and sent flying. It was like fighting a brick wall and Aaron was frustrated with how much stronger the Ansari was. He drew more of his power, adding to his strength, but as he became more and more frustrated, the fire within him burned hotter and seemed to reach out to him. Another attack left him sprawled on the dirt and he coughed and spit blood on the ground. The Ansari's strength was enormous and even his defensive hits were causing damage. Aaron did not want to wonder what would happen if the creature went on the attack.
"You are angry and you are afraid," the Ansari said, walking slowly toward Aaron as he rose to his feet once more.
"I am annoyed," he replied, trying to cover the fact that he was right. He was angry and he was worried that he was no match for the Ansari.
"Call it what you will, but now you understand the difference in our power."
"And yet I cannot use my own power," Aaron said as he dropped to a defensive stance, ready for the attack he knew was soon to come.
"The fire?" The Ansari stopped and shook his head. "You do not need it."
"No? It doesn't look that way," Aaron said.
"To you, perhaps," he said. "Your emotions burn with anger and are kindled by fear. The power of fire is often subjet to these, which is why it is a dangerous power, especially true fire."
"What's your point?" Aaron asked, circling around the creature.
"You must fight me without anger, without fear and without fire. You have used your power to become stronger, but you are still not strong enough. Why do you not use more?"
"It isn't easy to control," Aaron admitted. The energy he had already channeled into his body was making it difficult for him to keep his balance and it already felt as though the power would burst out of him, which felt like the fire that he was trying to stop from igniting.
"You cannot control such power," the Ansari told him and he leapt toward Aaron, swinging his massive, armored fist at him with blinding speed.
Aaron leapt back and the wind from the creature's fist buffeted him, he ducked and sidestepped as another blow sailed over his head, and he darted around behind, moving to the center of the circle, putting some distance between them. The Ansari turned and crouched then, in a blur, he shortened the ground between them, appearing right in front of Aaron and swinging a low, uppercut at his chest. Aaron felt the impact of it lift him off the ground, followed by the weightlessness of flying through the air. He gasped for breath, feeling as though his chest had been crushed and he landed hard on the ground, coughing and retching, trying to breathe. With his power, he could sense the Ansari now walking slowly toward him, his heavy footfalls grinding the sand beneath his feet. Aaron reached out with his power, feeling the ground, the hard packed dirt and the sand. He envisioned a large hand, like that of the Ansari, gripping the creature's foot, stopping him.
"Now you are learning," the Ansari said.
Aaron drew in a breath and spit the blood from his mouth as he rolled to his knees. He could see that the Ansari was standing in place a few paces away, his large, armored foot anchored firmly by the earth. Aaron pushed himself back to his feet, dragging the tip of his blade across the sand, still reeling from the hit he had taken.
 "This magic may slow down your opponent, but only if the earth is stronger, and this is little more than sand," the Ansari said as he pulled his foot free of the dirt, which crumbled beneath him. 
"You say my power cannot be controlled, and yet you want me to control my power," Aaron said in frustration. "Your words make no sense."
"You must not try to control your power, you must simply be one with it," the Ansari said and he bounded forward so quickly that Aaron, still winded, could not move. 
He felt himself being picked up by the creature's massive arms that felt like as though they were harder than stone and he heard his bones and joints pop as the Ansari squeezed him in a fearsome embrace.
"What is this weak body you wear?" the creature rumbled. "Make it stronger. Let your power flow, let it become what you want it to be."
"I don't know what you are saying," Aaron said as the creature squeezed him harder and his sword fell from his hand, landing with a dull clatter on the ground.
"That is why you are weak. You must be what you are, what you wish to be, whatever you will."
Aaron's thoughts swirled in his head and his vision began to blur as he felt the life being crushed out of him, but as his body was being punished, at his center, his power remained. It was strange that every blow the Ansari had dealt him did not affect the energy that lived within him. It was as though it was somehow something that existed separately from his physical self, disconnected, even though Aaron knew that it was a part of him. That last thought echoed in his mind along with what the Ansari leader had said and he realized that it was not the power that was the problem, it was him. The energy that raged and flowed inside him was not something in and of itself, it was not something inside him, it was as much a part of him as his arms and legs, as the blood in his veins, even the sweat that rolled down his face as he suffocated in the Ansari's powerful embrace. The power was him and he was the power; they were merely different aspects of the same thing.
Aaron's thoughts were growing erratic and he could barely see from the crushing pressure and the lack of air, but he suddenly felt a sense of calm flow though him and, instead of reaching out to take hold of the rivers of power, he moved toward it with the entirety of his being, immersing himself in it and feeling it course through him. Like a multitude of colors and sensations for which he had no words to describe, Aaron felt every aspect and nuance of his energy in ways that went even beyond his senses and, finally, he understood.
"He's killing him," Zachary said as the Aaron's eyes rolled back in his head. It did not take his mage sight to see that he was close to losing consciousness and that the Ansari was crushing his body in a way that could easily prove deadly.
"Will he stop?" Stavros asked, looking to Kasha, who glanced at him, with a concerned look on her face. "What is the point of this if Aaron dies?"
"He will not die," Kasha told him, though her voice did not sound so sure. "I do not wish to see him die."
"I'm going to stop this," Zachary said as Aaron stopped struggling. "If your Ansari leader wants a fight, I'll give him one."
 "No, Zachary," Ehlena said. "Look closely, something is different."
"You are able to see this?" Kasha asked.
"Of course, I am a goddess," Ehlena replied.
"I see it too," Stavros said as he saw Aarons' power shift and change.
A light began to shine from Aaron's entire being, bright even under the glare of the midday sun, flowing over the arms of the Ansari and illuminating the fighting circle brighter than even the fire that had burned within it the night before. Calmly, as though the Ansari leader were not crushing the life out of him, Aaron placed his hands on each of the powerful arms that encircled him and began to push them apart. The Ansari leapt back, releasing Aaron, who dropped to the ground, landing easily on his feet.
Aaron could feel the raw energy flowing through every fiber of his body, coursing through his veins and repairing his cracked ribs and crushed muscles. He felt truly powerful, more powerful than when he had used the power of true fire and the sensation was both exhilarating and terrifying. He bent down and picked up his sword, which began to glow with the same light that emanated from his body and, at his touch, the leather bindings on the hilt of the weapon melted away, revealing the deep red stone embedded in its pommel. The Ansari leader took a step back, when he saw Aaron's blade exposed and Aaron saw him glance toward his own weapon that lay on the ground.
"Pick it up," Aaron told him, his voice reverberating powerfully through the air.
"This match is ended," the Ansari said. "You have learned that which you needed to know. You are ready to know Ansari, if you wish to learn what we might teach you."
"I said pick it up," Aaron repeated and he took a step forward and his power flared wildly around him.
The Ansari leader looked to the sword that was only a few paces away and, moving with blinding speed, he grabbed it from the ground. Moving just as fast, almost disappearing and reappearing, Aaron attacked, swinging his blade hard. Like a combination of fire and lightning, raw energy seared the air as both swords clashed. As large and powerful as he was, the Ansari was pushed back by the force of Aaron's blade, his feet sliding across the sand covered ground. He was about to counter attack when Aaron stepped forward and thrust a hand at his hard, armored chest. The sound of his strike was like thunder and the Ansari was sent flying backwards across the fighting circle, much the way he had done to Aaron. He landed hard on his back, but rolled and sprang to his feet almost in one motion.
"It seems you have not completely mastered your anger," the Ansari said as Aaron advanced toward him.
"I feel no anger." Aaron stopped, confused by the strange emptiness he felt within him. "I feel nothing."
He did not know if he was angry or not, only that the Ansari had nearly killed him and that he was going to respond in kind. It was as though it was nothing more than a decision, devoid of any feeling whatsoever. Though he knew he should be angry, Aaron was indifferent toward the Ansari and the thought that he might kill him without feeling one way or another about it gave him pause. Confused by this, he lowered his sword and let it fall to the ground. His thoughts told him that something was wrong and he knew he was not himself, which made no sense to him since he had never in his life felt more complete. Aaron closed his eyes and breathed deeply, searching every part of his essence, his thoughts, and his power, which shimmered with a boundless, pure light made of seemingly infinite colors. Then he felt it, like a shadow, buried deep within him, a sliver of darkness at the center of his being. 
A vision flashed through his thoughts, of a man who he now recognized as Dakar, holding a cruel looking blade over him, under a star filled night sky. Aaron saw the blade plunge downward and he felt the cut as it stabbed into him, right to the center of who he was. The pain was terrible and nauseating, more so when the black robed mage priest pulled the blade from him and smiled. Aaron felt as though he was bound to something, tied to a stone table or an altar of sorts, and he could not move, but he could see the blade in front of him, dripping red with his blood in the starlight. He also saw a flaw in the edge of the blade, a tiny sliver of steel missing from its razor edge and he knew that the piece it had been left behind, inside him. It was the source of the shadow he felt, the darkness that was now growing within him with every passing moment, feeding itself from his power.
Aaron dropped to his knees and the glow that surrounded him abruptly faded. A moment later, he fell forward to the ground as his power faded and he felt his consciousness beginning to slip. Aaron tried to push himself up, but he could barely lift his head and he saw the Ansari walking toward him, and tearing the leather straps from the hilt of his sword, revealing a stone that was colored orange like the setting sun. Even though he had let go of his power and his senses had returned to normal, he could still tell, just from the way he moved, that the Ansari was planning to kill him, but there was nothing he could do to stop him. Aaron could feel his power, but he could also feel the shadow within him like a hunger, begging for more of his essence. It was like the effect of poison he and Kasha had extracted from Lexi, seductive and demanding, except without the pleasure, offering instead only a numb, unfeeling, emptiness. Aaron closed his eyes as the Ansari stood overhead, casting a shadow onto him.
"You have deceived us," the Ansari leader said. "There is darkness within you. It was well hidden, but the truth of it is now clear."
At the edge of the circle, all were silent as the Ansari placed his heavy, stone foot on Aaron's back and began to raise the sword he held in his giant, stone grip.
"He is going to kill him," Zachary said as he realized what was happening.  He summoned his power and ran into the circle before anyone could stop him.
The Ansari raised his sword overhead, but Zachary flashed like a bolt of lightning, moving faster than even the Ansari could see, and he blocked the Ansari leader's sword with the blade that Aaron had left on the ground. A blast of blinding fire erupted from the mage's palm, smashing against the Ansari's chest and cutting through his hard, glistening armor. Blood spattered on the ground as as the Ansari leader flew backwards, bellowing loudly from the pain of Zachary's attack, but he did not fall. The Ansari stayed on his feet and squared off against the mage, who stood over his son, holding the sword that now blazed and crackled with fire and lightning.
"You interfere in the circle, mage," the Ansari said then he roared loudly. The bleeding burn across his chest began to heal and he grew yet again, the size of his sword now growing to match him. His shape began to change even more, his entire form thickening and increasing in size, becoming a towering stone giant.
"You said this was a test," Zachary yelled back. "He passed your test, so you don't get to kill him."
"Do you not see the darkness within him?" the Ansari growled.
"I see a lot of darkness in a lot of people, including myself," Zachary said. "Now, would you like to see the light?" He held up his free hand and a swirling vortex of white, hot light appeared. Zachary shook his head. "All this trouble because the lad used the power of true fire. If you would like a demonstration of how to control such a power, I will gladly show you. But if you touch my son, then I will show you what happens when this power is unleashed."
"You are known to us, mage," the Ansari leader said, standing his ground. "Your actions are a prime example of why we do not allow such power to run wild in our domain."
"Then you know I am not merely threatening you," Zachary said, glancing around at the warriors who surrounded the fighting circle, feeling their enormous power begin to flow. "This is my son, who I only met several days ago. You will not be killing him here, not today."
"You would not last a moment against the combined might of Ansari," the leader thundered. "We will destroy you and then we will destroy this vessel of darkness."
"Fools! " Zachary yelled. "You have no knowledge of this power. Enough of this madness! I say this is ended. Now step back."
At the edge of the circle, Kasha turned to Ehlena.
"Do you love him?" she asked.
"What kind of question is that?" Ehlena was taken aback. The Ansari woman's eyes glowed golden and Ehlena felt a pressure on her as though her thoughts were being pried open. She drew the power of the goddess, her power, to the surface and pushed back. "You would attack me as well?"
"I do not wish to harm you and I apologize for intruding upon your thoughts. I now know what I wished to know," Kasha said. "The mage is of your domain. That was your pledge, with respect and honor. By your honor, you must stop him."
"His is protecting Aaron," Ehlena said.
"Aaron is of my domain here and he is under my protection," Kasha told her. "I will deal with my people."
The Ansari leader began to move toward Zachary, his powerful footsteps rumbling across the ground, his giant sword towering overhead. The mage gritted his teeth and called up power from the depths of his being and the blinding vortex spun faster, growing larger. Then, the air grew thick and all was silent. Zachary felt a hand upon his wrist, cool and gentle, and Ehlena appeared before him, like a spirit, emerging from in his sight. Her voice was soft in his ear, the only thing he could hear.
"Stop, Zachary," she said.
From the corner of his eye, he saw it. A giant streak of fangs, claws and golden fur smashed into the Ansari from the side, sending him flying and wrenching the sword from his grip. The blade flashed and returned to its normal size as it fell. The giant Ansari tumbled in a thunderous crash of stone and fur then the creature that had attacked him leapt back, landing on all fours and baring its fangs at him with a threatening roar. Like a giant cat, a lioness, the face of the creature looked familiar and Zachary recognized its features as being those of the Ansari woman, Kasha. The power that pulsed and spun in his hand began to fade as he withdrew his energy from it and when Ehlena released his wrist, he noticed that even though her touch had felt light upon him, she had left a mark on his skin, which felt raw and almost like a burn, though he had felt no fire. Zachary looked at the pale, young girl who stood before him, and wondered how powerful she might be. Ehlena turned away and looked to the giant cat and the massive stone giant, the Ansari warriors who had shifted into new and fearsome forms.
On her four clawed and padded feet, with her long tail twitching and curling behind her, Kasha paced around the Ansari leader as he rose from the ground then turned to face her.
"You would defy our way, the will of Ansari?"
"He is in my domain," she growled through her feline mouth and her sharp white fangs. "If you wish to slay him, you must deal with me first. That is our way, or have you forgotten your position of honor and respect?"
The giant, stone warrior looked around at the assembled Ansari warriors, who stood calm but remained ready. He could sense that they were divided in their thoughts, in support of both him and with Kasha, though they were doubtful about what should happen to the young man who lay on the ground. They had seen the shadow within him and agreed that it must be destroyed, but they had also seen the light that flowed from him, which was a pure power that spoke to the Ansari with truth. The Ansari leader looked to Kasha, who paced before him, her green eyes fixed on him, ready to attack. He could not sense anything from her, which meant that she had closed her thoughts to him. For the Ansari, it was a clear indication that Kasha did not merely threaten, but was prepared to kill if need be.
"Let us step back from this," he said. 
"That would be wise," Kasha said. "Declare this match a draw."
"A draw?"
"Yes," she said. "It is a draw. There is no doubt that he could easily match you. It is best that he remain in my domain."
"Then he is on your head," he said. "It would also be wise for him to leave these lands, for we will not allow the shadow among us."
"Then it is agreed," Kasha replied and slowly transformed from the giant cat back to her womanly form. As the leader of the Ansari began to revert to his other shape, she turned and walked toward Ehlena and Zachary, who were helping Aaron to his feet.
Ehlena saw Kasha pick up her torn loincloth that had fallen to the ground, which she threw over her shoulder. The two women traded a look, acknowledging one another having done their parts to avert the situation. 
"I see now why your people don't wear much in the way of clothing," Zachary said, staring at Kasha for a moment, then looking away. "I should probably speak less often."
"You speak without pretense, mage," Kasha said. "Such is the way of Ansari, and it is why my people respect you, despite our differences."
"I'll take that as a compliment," Zachary said. "Albeit a grudging one."
"Aaron," Kasha said. "We must leave the desert."
"I understand," Aaron said, shaking his head.
His thoughts were murky, as though he had just awakened from a deep sleep, but everything felt different. The air around him vibrated with sound, he could hear the sound of each grain of sand beneath his feet, grinding together as he shifted his weight. Aaron noticed that his body felt stronger than before, even stronger than before he had fought the Ansari leader and all of his senses had intensified, as though he were using his mage sight, even though he was not even trying. It was as though he was completely immersed in his power but when he tried to reach for it, he felt nothing within him, and yet he could see and feel everything around him, to the point that it was almost disorienting. Both interesting and concerning, he could barely look at the people who surrounded him, for their different energies were almost blinding, and the Ansari who stood silently around the circle also glowed with energy in myriad colors, each one equally unique in their complexity though differing in intensity.
"Are you all right, son?" Zachary asked.
Aaron turned and looked at the mage, then at Ehlena and Kasha. He saw Stavros walking toward them, followed by Lexi, Tash and the old man named Ashan.
"I will be fine," he told him.
"Good," Kasha said. "We must leave the desert at once."
"I'd like nothing more," Zachary commented. "But why the hurry?"
"The Ansari are divided," Ehlena told him. "It is best that we leave now, in case they make a decision with which we would disagree."
"I would like to accompany you," Ashan said. "It has been some time since I traveled the lands beyond the sand, and there are some things I have offered to teach this young man."
"Your wisdom would be most welcome," Stavros told him. "Aaron, we can leave this place now if you wish, but you're not running away from us again. There are things we must discuss, matters of great importance that can no longer be ignored."
"Fine," Aaron said. "Where should we go?"
"There is a place where we might go, where we will be free of distractions and where you can learn without causing harm," Stavros said.
"What place is this?" Zachary asked.
"If you had paid any attention over the years, you would know," Stavros said. "It is a safe place, at least the safest place I can think of, for what we must do."
"What is it we must do?" Zachary asked.
"We must conquer the shadows," Stavros said. "For if we do not, then Aaron's life will be in grave danger."
"Stavros," Zachary said. "You saw how powerful he is, and besides, he has all of us to protect him from anyone out there in the world who might seek to harm him."
"That will be the least of our worries," Stavros said then he turned to Aaron. "Aaron, when the shadows took hold of you, did you feel anything? Did you hear or see anything?"
"Only emptiness," Aaron said. "And hunger, but it went away when I let go of my power."
Stavros scratched his beard thoughtfully. 
"It appears we have a little time," he said then he looked to Kasha. "Will you accompany us?" 
"Yes," she said. "But only for a time. I cannot be away from the desert for too long."
"We're coming too," Tash piped up from where she stood next to Lexi and Ashan.
"Then it's settled," Stavros said then his eyes darkened and the ground and air began to rumble as he gathered his power. A loud crack sounded across the fighting circle and with a flash of light they disappeared, leaving the Ansari desert behind.
*****
 
Dakar slid the book back into the folks of his robes and turned the page of another book that had been sitting open beneath it. A moment later the door to the sitting chamber opened and Cerric walked into the room. His face and hands were covered in blood spatters and his black shirt glistened wet in places, but he wore a smile on his face and looked extremely pleased about something.
"Dakar," he said. "It is beautiful day. It is shameful that are you cooped up inside when you could be out in the sun, enjoying the many pleasures of the city."
"A mage pursues knowledge, always," Dakar told him, quoting an old tenet from the days before the priesthood.
"Ah yes, knowledge is certainly a noble pursuit, but one only gains wisdom from experience," Cerric said.
"I have experienced many things," Dakar told him. "Is there something my lord wishes me to do?"
"No," Cerric said. "I have no demands of you this day. If you are pleased to sit here and nose around in your books, then so be it. However I would be most pleased if you would visit the city, drink some wine, meet some young lady or engage the services of a whore, whatever might entertain you most."
"His highness is most generous," Dakar said, closing the book he had been pretending to read. "Have I done something that pleases you?"
"You have," Cerric said. "You have been my most faithful servant for many long years, Dakar, longer than you know, working tirelessly to build the priesthood, conducting the many rituals I revealed to you in the book, building the gate that opened this world to me, all of this with great dedication and without question. The many seeds you planted, the deeds you have done, most of them have borne fruit and this day, one thing in particular for which I have patiently waited has finally come to pass."
"What thing would that be?" Dakar asked, curious.
"It matters not, only that it has, and though I am very demanding, I also reward those who serve me best. You may do whatever you wish for the rest of the day and I will make no requests of you, but first, I would like to show you something."
Dakar rose from his seat and followed Cerric out of the room. They made their way through the palace and down to the dungeons, where Dakar knew that Cerric had been keeping the young Kandaran king Elric. He had little doubt that the blood that had been spattered on the god-king belonged to the lad, since Cerric had made it a daily exercise to torture him nearly to the point of death, after which he would send for mages to heal Elric's body. They had told Dakar of how brutal Cerric's treatment of the Kandaran was, breaking bones and cutting his flesh with jagged knives and other implements, only to have him healed and revived. Though Cerric admitted no one to the dungeon until he was finished with the Kandaran, a few of the mages, had asked Dakar if he might assign them to some other duty. Even though they remained loyal to the god-king, their compulsion to obey ensured by the magical link that had been created by the book, they were nonetheless disturbed just from seeing the results of Cerric's terrible ministrations.
Dakar was thus not surprised when he followed Cerric into an exceptionally large room in the dungeon to find Elric unconscious and naked at its center and chained to a thick, reclined slab of wood, surrounded by dark thick pools of drying blood. The slow rise and fall of his chest made it obvious that he yet lived, but the deep cuts and gouges in his flesh were a gruesome sight to behold. Dakar had seen some of the earlier tortures Cerric had visited upon him, which were horribly cruel and painful, but it appeared that the god-king had become even more elaborate in his methods. It looked as though Cerric had cut off the skin on Elric's arms and shoulders and removed pieces of his scalp, leaving wide, open wounds that seeped blood down his arms and face and ran to the floor. The Kandaran's eyes were closed, but it looked as though they were bleeding as well. 
"I see he is in need of the healers again," Dakar commented, his voice devoid of emotion.
"Not at all," Cerric replied. "Elric is perfectly capable of healing himself, well mostly. He simply needs a little encouragement."
Cerric walked across the room and opened a heavy, wooden door. From the light of the torches that spilled into it, Dakar could see a large table with what looked like the body of a large deer on it. Cerric picked up a knife and in a few quick cuts, he sliced a chunk of meat from the carcass then walked back into the room, kicking the door closed behind him. The thud of the door against its frame awakened Elric, who began to sniff the air in a way that reminded Dakar of an animal.
"You are awake," Cerric said with a smile."You must be very hungry."
Elric kept sniffing the air, straining at the chains that bound him to the heavy wooden block, but he did not answer. Cerric held the piece of meat in front of the Kandaran's nose, dripping the dark blood of the deer onto his chest. Elric opened his mouth but no words came out, only a weak, gutteral, gurgling sound.
"Why does he not speak?" Dakar asked.
"He has no tongue," Cerric told him. "It's there on the table."
Dakar turned to where Cerric had pointed and saw a large basin with what looked like scraps of meat in it. Among various pieces that he could not identify, he saw what looked like a tongue that had been roughly sliced off at its root. Cerric waved the meat closer to Elric's face then pulled it away as he snapped at it.
"How can he answer your questions when you have cut out his tongue?" Dakar asked.
"What questions?" Cerric lauged. "The Akandra knows nothing that is of use to me."
"Then why not kill him and be done with it?"
"For two reasons," Cerric said. "First, I find his suffering to be most amusing, especially since no matter how much damage I do to him, his body will regenerate."
"If he heals himself, as you say, then why have the mage priests been asked to heal him?"
"His healing ability only just awakened," Cerric said. "Unfortunately, it does not seem to work on his eyes."
"So what is the second reason?"
"His power, Dakar," Cerric told him then he held the piece of meat still in front of Elric's face. "Observe."
Cerric slowly moved the meat closer to Elric, who sniffed at it more intensely and Dakar was startled when the Kandaran snapped at the meat, his mouth opening wider than it should have and revealing a row of pointed teeth and short fangs. Cerric pulled the meat away just out of reach and started moving it closer once more and Elric's body began to shift and change, his neck growing thicker and longer and his skin becoming darker and leathery. The cuts on his shoulders and arms healed and hard scales began to form and his face began to change as well, his jaw elongating and his teeth growing as well. Elric snapped at the meat again and this time Cerric let him take it from him then turned away the reptilian Kandaran's sharp teeth chomped at it a few times then gulped it down.
"His dragon form is awakening," Cerric said. "I hope he takes after his father rather than his uncle. It would be a waste if he does not posess the true power of the Akandra."
"And if he turns into a dragon, will those chains hold him?" Dakar asked. "I would think that a dragon loose in the palace, even in the dungeons, would cause a lot of damage."
"It matters not," Cerric said. "The palace is old, but this section is part of the original castle that was built of much stronger stuff, and this room is big enough to contain a dragon, though I would imagine it would not be very comfortable for such a creature."
A growl came from Elric's mouth, deeper than his voice had been before, but only slightly.
"Cerric," he rasped. "Who is it you have brought with you? Someone to watch your sick games?"
"Elric," Cerric said, turning back to the chained Kandaran. "I am glad you have regained the use of your tongue. I was beginning to miss our conversations."
"You are a liar and a fiend," Elric growled, spitting blood toward him. Cerric dodged it easily and laughed.
"You are entitled to your opinion," he said. "What will you do about it? Will you just lay there and moan like a weakling or will you show me how powerful you Kandaran lords truly are."
"Unchain me and we will see," Elric said.
"Unchain yourself," Cerric replied with obvious scorn.
Elric yelled and strained at the chains that bound him, his arms and legs growing thicker, with more armored scales forming down their length. His voice became deeper, his yells becoming growls as he transformed a little more, but the change stopped and he fell back against the heavy board, breathing heavily from the exhaustion.
"That is all you have?" Cerric was disappointed. He had hoped that Elric might transform completely, with Dakar there to witness what he would do once the Kandaran took his true form.
"I will not give you what you want," Elric said.
"And what is it that I want?" Cerric asked.
"You want me to become an animal, like my father."
"Is that what you think?" Cerric tutted. "I merely wish for you to be at your most powerful so you might prove a challenge. Your little brother was not afraid to fight me, though he did not last long and ran away. You are stronger than your baby brother, are you not?"
"I do not know," Elric said. "I do not know what is anymore, only that I do not want to be a beast."
"But you are a beast," Cerric said. "That is exactly what you are."
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
Borrican followed Vale through the clouds of smoke, ducking through the rocky crags. The young female dragon had grudgingly agreed with her mother to take him to the flows, and to teach him the ways of dragons. Her mother, Vana, had spoken to the elder dragons, to request that Borrican be excluded from challenges by other dragons, since, in dragon terms, he was little more than a hatchling and could barely defend himself. After much debate and only after Vana had threatened to accompany Borrican everywhere to ensure his safety, a threat that put the elders on edge, had they grudgingly agreed that Borrican should be given a chance to learn their ways. Still they refused to grant him any more than five days to learn what he must.
Vale and her mother had spent the first four of those days teaching Borrican how to protect his thoughts, and to direct them only to those with whom he wished to speak. Borrican found it difficult, especially when he was frustrated and his emotions were piqued, but he managed to learn how to control the flow of his thoughts, even if his emotions still raged underneath them. Since he no longer sent his every thought out into every direction, it meant they could venture out of the safety of the valley, and Vale had suggested that they might visit the flows to enjoy his last day of being a hatchling, a term she had taken to using even when she was not irritated with him, which was almost never.
"Why did the elders not want your mother to accompany us?" Borrican asked as they flew through the low mountains toward the black clouds of smoke and ash that lay ahead.
"The elders do not go to the flows because they no longer compete for vassals."
"But mother isn't an elder," Borrican said.
"She was an elder," she told him. "And she has bonded many dragons, even some of the elders. If she were attacked, then every dragon she has bonded would defend her."
"How many dragons has she bonded?" Borrican asked.
"Many," Vale said. "It is not important."
"But bonding means mating," Borrican said. "How is it that she only has you?"
"I am not the only dragon to be hatched from my mother," Vale told him. "But I am the only wyvern."
"So you have brothers," Borrican commented, trying to get his head around how things worked among the dragons.
"Not in the way you are thinking, but yes," she said. "I have as many brothers as I do teeth. They are all older and have been bonded so they will not bother us."
"Well that's good," Borrican said. "I'd hate to have to deal with a bunch of older brothers."
"Older dragons will not bother you. Only females such as myself, who are looking for vassals and young drakes, who are always looking to fight."
"Why do they want to fight all the time?"
"It is just the way they are," Vale said. "Drakes are wild and stupid. They fight all the time and make all kinds of trouble, but they will never attack a wyvern of their line, and they will attack anyone who tries, so they can be helpful."
"It sounds as if no one attacks wyverns," Borrican commented.
"They do," Vale said. "Drakes from other lines might attack, mostly because they attack everything, but they usually lose and get bonded. Other wyverns are more dangerous."
"Why would one wyvern attack another?"
"To take your vassals," she said. "If a wyvern defeats another wyvern, she gets all the vassals."
"Does that happen a lot?" Borrican asked.
"Long ago, it was common," Vale told him. "Once there were many wyverns, but now there are very few, so such a thing does not happen."
"Why are there so few wyverns?"
"Once a new wyvern is born the mother will no longer bond."
"Why not?"
"It does not happen."
"So there is only one female dragon for each line?"
"Yes," Vale replied. "Only one that can bond."
"And what if something happens to her?" Borrican asked.
"Then the line dies, along with all of the wisdom of the line."
"The wisdom of the line?"
"Yes," Vale said. "All the wisdom of every wyvern since the beginning is passed down. Once you are bonded, you will understand."
"So, do we have to worry about these drakes?" Borrican asked.
"No," Vale said. "Most of them are small and weak, though there are some who are mature enough to cause trouble, and there are a few among them who I would consider making my vassals."
"And what should we do if we run into them?"
"You are my vassal," Vale said. "You do what I tell you and if we are attacked, then you will defend me. That is what vassals do."
"But I'm not bonded," Borrican said.
"I could give you a beating if you like," she said, glancing over her shoulder at him.
"I think I will pass on that idea," Borrican replied.
"Your wisdom is astounding," Vale said then they topped a ridge and flew out over a wide valley that was choked with smoke and ash under which red rivers of molten rock flowed and bubbled below. "We are here."
Borrican followed her down to a large mass of solid black rock at the center of the lava flows that was solid enough to land on. He knew the rock was hot enough to cook a piece of meat, but it only felt warm under the tough, leathery pads of his feet.
"So, what are we doing here?" he asked.
"I thought you we might go swimming," she said, leaning over the thick, hot lava and taking a deep breath as though it was a pot of stew.
"Where? In that?" Borrican asked.
"Of course," Vale replied. "The flows are important if you want to become powerful."
"You're not trying to trick me into doing something stupid are you? "
"Don't be silly." She snorted and squinted her eyes at him, a look of irritation that Borrican was getting to know all too well. "Fine, if you're too afraid, I'll go first."
Vale leapt from the rock and dove into the dark, red, churning lava, disappearing beneath it, and leaving Borrican astonished at the edge of the flow. She surfaced a moment later with lava dripping down her face and sliding harmlessly off her dragon scales.
"The flows here are rich," she said with a toothy grin. "It feels so good."
"I think I will take your word for it," Borrican said. "I can relax here."
"No, Borrican," she said. "It is part of being a proper dragon."
"Maybe I don't want to be a proper dragon," Borrican said. "I'm staring to think I would rather go back to being a proper person."
"Why you Akandra live in such a form is very strange," she said as she lay back and floated in the lava. "You are a dragon and you are my vassal, so you will come swimming and you will learn why the flows are so very good."
Borrican ventured a little closer to the lava and, carefully stuck his toe in then pulled it back out. It was hot, but it did not feel as hot as he imagined it should. The molten rock slipped off the leathery skin of his foot and dripped down the claw at the end of his toe then fell back into the flow.
"Do you just close your eyes and hold your breath, like normal swimming?"
"Normal swimming?"
"I mean swimming in water," he said.
"Why would you ever swim in water?"
"I don't know," Borrican said. "To get clean, because you are going somewhere and there is a lake in the way, or if your boat sinks."
"The flows are cleansing, and dragons don't ride in boats."
"I guess they don't," Borrican said. "You didn't answer my question. What if it gets in my eyes? Should I hold my breath?"
"Of course you should hold your breath," she said. "You can't breathe the flows, but if you close your eyes you will not see the flows."
"I can already see the flows," Borrican told her. "I mean, what happens if I go under like you just did?"
"Just get in," she said, then she rolled back and dove under the surface again, disappearing from view.
Borrican stood at the edge as the thick wave of her dive settled and bubbled. He tried focusing his dragon sight to see where she might have gone, but the lava was too hot and too thick, though he noticed that what had appeared to be red, molten rock also had swirls of different colors in it. As he leaned closer to get a look at the different textures the lava bubbled in front of him and Vale emerged from the surface right in front of him. She reached up and grabbed him by the shoulder with her sharp, clawed hand and she pulled him in. 
Panicking and still convinced he would be burned alive, Borrican shut his eyes and mouth tight as he splashed into the molten river, and felt the intense heat surround him. A moment later, he realized that he was floating, almost as though he were swimming in a lake or river of water and he found it strangely refreshing. He could sense the surface above him so he kicked and pushed, moving toward it and he felt the air again as his head slid out of the lava. He took a deep breath as the lava slipped off the scales and tough leather of his face and then he opened his eyes to find that he was floating easily, with the rest of his body submerged. Borrican was surprised at how natural it felt, and how the heat of the lava was both calming and rejuvenating.
"So?" Vale asked with an expectant look. "Is it not glorious?"
Borrican leaned back into the flows.
"I admit it, you were right," he said.
"I usually am," she replied and Borrican snorted skeptically. She dropped low into the lava and stared at him. "You are a strange dragon."
"Why do you say that?"
"You don't accept the things I say," she said.
"I don't disagree," Borrican replied. "I just don't believe everything I am told."
"I would not expect such wisdom from a drake," Vale told him.
"I'm not a drake, and I am not a hatchling." Borrican rolled over and swam around to face her. "I am the prince of Kandara, and I have seen enough betrayal to warrant being just a little bit skeptical."
"Is that why you hide your fear?"
"What?"
"Your fear," she repeated. "You forget that all of your thoughts were spilling from your mind until we taught you to master them. Any dragon who came near you would hear everything, especially those thoughts borne of your emotions, your anger, your fear."
"Like what?" Borrican asked, running through his thoughts over these past days since his arrival in the dragon lands, trying to remember what he might have thought about. "What things do I fear?"
"Many things," she said. "Most of all, you fear that you will lose yourself and become a wildling."
Even though that thought had receded from his mind somewhat, especially when he was near Vale, whose presence calmed him, it still weighed heavily upon him. The few times he had been left alone, when Vale had gone off on her own, his sense of self would drift and he would struggle against the beastial thoughts that threatened to take over. Some of his conversations with Vale's mother, Vana, had been almost incoherent and Borrican was starting to have a difficult time remembering things from before, the places he had been and the faces of people he knew. Those things came back into focus when Vale was near, but he knew they were still less clear than they should be.
"I have an obligation to my people," Borrican told her. "I cannot afford to lose myself, to become a wildling. I left Kandara so I could find a way to keep my thoughts and to figure out a way to stop Cerric from destroying everything and everyone that I care about."
"I know," Vale said. "We all know that this is your reason, and though the affairs of the other races are of little interest to dragonkind, it is a noble and honorable reason. It is why you have not been killed for being a wildling."
"But I am not a wildling," Borrican said. "Not yet, anyway."
"That is true," she said. "But you are more powerful than a drake and you have no queen, which makes you very dangerous. If you are not bonded soon, then you will become wild."
"And what if you bond me?" Borrican asked.
"The elders will not yet permit it, and I do not know if I would want to be bound by the oath of Akandar."
"Your mother was willing, was she not?"
"Yes," Vale said. "And she lost her place among the elders for it."
 
*****
 
Vana stared up at the high wall inside the cavern as the dragon elders looked down upon her. She had been to see them almost every day since the arrival of the young Akandran and her discussions with them had been difficult at best. Many of the dragons wanted Borrican captured and confined, so he could be observed and prevented from causing trouble, but Vana hard argued that doing so would likely enrage him, which would only cause him to become wild more quickly. Thankfully, Vale's Akandra blood was having a calming effect on him, which gave the elders pause, though none of them were particularly supportive of the idea of a bonding. It was the fifth and final day of the reprieve they had granted to Borrican and Vana hoped that the elders would see the wisdom in what she had proposed.
"Vana," said one of the dragons from the shadows above a ledge, half way up the rock face. "You have made many arguments on behalf of the Akandra. Some of us wonder about your loyalty to this line that is not your own."
"As you well know, my daughter is half Akandra," she said. "The Akandar are also one of the oldest and most powerful lines among our people, and they have always shown great honor. Whether you agree with the oath of Akandra or not, you cannot dispute that it has been honored faithfully over many generations."
"Until now," said another one of the dragon elders. "It appears that the oath has been betrayed by the other son of Akandra, the one called Elric."
"Yes, it appears thus," Vana said, though it was something she wondered about. "The fate of Elric Akandra is certainly a matter of concern, but the issue at hand is his brother, Borrican, who is among us, and who remains resolute in honoring the oath."
"And yet, he is a wildling," said the first dragon.
"He is not yet a wildling," Vana said. "And it is my hope that he will not become one."
"We have heard your arguments on this," said another dragon from a cavern higher up than the others. "It is our consensus that a bonding be permitted."
Vana was surprised but pleased for she had not expected the elders to agree.
"It is up to you now to convince your daughter," said the second dragon elder. "If the bonding is successful, she will become the queen of the Akandra and the Aledra line will no longer be recognized."
"Why would that be necessary?" Vale asked. "There have been joinings of lines before."
"Long ago," said a dragon much higher up than the others, one Vale knew was one of the oldest among them. "We no longer produce wyverns as we once did. Not since the time of Talon Akandra has there been more than one potential queen born to a line. If Vale bonds with the Akandar, then she and every dragon and wyvern after her will be subject to the oath of Akandar. The Aledran line will be no more."
"That is not true," Vana said. "The Aledran wisdom will continue, combined with the Akandra."
"No," said another dragon. "The Aledran wisdom will replace the Akandran, which appears appears to be no more. The thoughts of the drake, Borrican, have made it clear that the Akandran queen has been dead for some time. It is deeply concerning that the father, Eric, would have hidden this fact for so long.  From his son's open thoughts, it appears that he slowly succumbed to the madness, though he maintained his oath unto the end, for which Eric Akandar will be remembered with honor. As Vale will be subject to the oath of Akandra, she will be required to honor that oath and rule in the land that bears their name. The Aledra will become Akandra, but it will be in name only."
Vale nodded. She was well aware that unless the bonding between Borrican and Vale produced a wyvern, the Akandra line would die with Borrican, but the wisdom of her own line and the time she spent with Eric and his brother Boric, years ago, gave her an understanding of the oath of Akandra and it was one she herself would have accepted had the bonding been successful.
"I understand," she said. "I will speak to Vale of these things."
"If Vale agrees, and there is a successful bonding, then the Akandran may live," said the first dragon. "If he is not bonded, then you know what must be done."
"Yes, I do," Vana said. "And what of the Kandaran people and their plight?"
"It is of little concern to us," said another dragon. 
"It is of some concern," said another. "We will continue to discuss these matters."
Vana snorted, recognizing the signs that the elders were divided about the issue of this god-king, Cerric and the fact that he was able to easily best a dragon with his bare hands. She knew the elders would argue at length about the subject, but she doubted that much would come of it. Hopefully, the bonding between Vale and Borrican would tame the wildness in the Akandran and they would find a way to restore the land of Kandara to the peaceful land that Vana remembered from the times she visited, long ago.
"I am grateful to the elders for showing wisdom in this," she said.
"Vale must make her decision soon," the first dragon said. "Once the Akandar becomes wild, the bonding will no longer be possible and you know what must happen."
"I do, and I will deal with it myself if that is to be his fate," she said then she let out a loud roar that was far more powerful than she had given in her previous meetings with them and the sound of it shook the cavern, startling a few of the newer elders so much that they flinched in their caves. If the Aledra line was to end, she was determined that it would certainly be remembered, for there was only one line that was more powerful among the dragons and she set off from the cavern, hoping to do what she could to ensure it would survive.
*****
 
Borrican ducked below the surface of the lava and slowly opened his eyes, still half expecting that it would burn him, but he found that his sight adjusted to the glaring heat and he was even able to see Vale, her dragon shape floating nearby. He could also see the swirls of color in the flows and found them fascinating as they drifted around him. He surfaced again and held out a long, scaled arm and saw that while the hot lava slid off of him easily, some of the colors remained.
"What are these colors I see?" he asked.
"Those are the flows," she said. "In the heat, they flow free, but you would know them as metals and the minerals that become gems."
"Then that is where the gems that adorn the horns and scales of the dragons come from?" he asked.
"Yes, they come from the flows," she told him. "They help to give strength and can heal many things."
"I noticed that different dragons had different colored gems and metals," Borrican said. "Why is that?"
"The flows bind differently with every dragon."
"What is this metal that clings to me?" he asked.
"Ah, that is called silvergold," she said, moving to look more closely at him. "It is rare that such a metal would bind with a dragon, but I am not surprised that it would for an Akandra."
He held out his clawed hand and saw that clear crystals had formed along the ridges where his claws protruded from his leathery skin. Borrican was about to ask about them when a shadow passed over him, followed by several more. He looked up at wings and tails flitting by and saw a group of dragons, five of them, all of them dark, black like Borrican, flying close together, circle around and land on the hard surface of the cooling lava nearby. 
"Of course they would pick this day to annoy me," Vale said and she rose up out of the lava, spread her wings wide and pushed herself into the air. 
She landed heavily on the rock and walked toward the dragons with cooling lava still dripping from her. Borrican attempted to rise from the lava and fly out of it the same way she had, but he only managed to get himself half way out before he fell forward with a heavy splash. The group of dragons laughed like a group of cackling birds as Borrican swam to the edge of the flow and climbed up onto the rock.
"What do you want?" Vale growled.
"We wanted to see the wildling coward before he is killed," said the lead dragon.
"You speak out of turn, Crag," Vale said. "The elders have made no such decree."
"They will soon," he replied, his predatory gaze fixed on Borrican as he walked up behind Vale. "It won't be much of a challenge. Look how weak he is."
"He is more powerful than you, little drake," Vale said.
"Maybe," Crag said, a little less sure now that he saw that Borrican was almost as large as Vale, who towered over him and the other four drakes.
"Who are these dragons?" Borrican asked.
"They are not dragons, they are drakes," Vale said, correcting him. "They are Crag, of the Avandra, Storm of the Akendra, Kiva Vaalandra, and the two standing behind them are Kaz and Raz, of the Vakandra."
"The names of their houses sound like mine," Borrican said, wondering at the similarity.
"The Akendra and the Vakandra are both related to your line, though they are of a lesser branch," Vale told him. "You would think of them as distant cousins."
"Lesser?" The one named Storm, the largest of the group, did not seem to agree. "We Akendra are the true line. The Akandra are no more."
"There is an Akandar standing in front of you, Storm," Vale said.
"Not for long," he growled. "I would fight this Akandra coward before the elders order his death."
"You dare to call me a coward?" Borrican growled, feeling the dragon rage begin to burn within him.
"The Akandra are cowards and weaklings," Storm said. "There is talk they are oathbreakers as well."
"That is enough, Storm," Vale growled. 
"It's true," Crag said. "He broke his oath and ran away like a coward."
"I did no such thing," Borrican said. "I fought the god-king, Cerric so the people could escape him and I intend to return to expel his army from my lands."
"You fled like a coward," Storm said. "A dragon does not leave the battle until the enemy is dead or beaten. At least the others of your line died with honor, unlike you and your oathbreaker brother."
"You were not there," Borrican growled, his anger rising even more.
"We have all seen your thoughts, Akandra," Crag said. "It is the talk among all the dragons. You are a coward and you bring shame to your name and to all dragonkind."
Borrican could no longer control the flood of anger that rose up within him and he leapt at the drake with a loud, screeching roar. Even Vale was surprised at how quickly Borrican moved, bounding past her with power and speed that was far greater than when she fought him only days ago. The other drakes leapt backwards, unfolding their wings and pushing themselves away from Storm and Crag, who both leapt eagerly toward their larger opponent.
Borrican snapped at Storm, throwing his weight into the drake and the two of them smashed into Crag and tumbled across the hard, dark surface of the cooling lava. Borrican sunk his teeth into Storm's shoulder as Crag slashed at his side with his sharp claws. Storm snarled in pain and kneed Borrican in the chest, knocking the wind from him and smoke and acid fire dripped from his mouth as he let go of the drake. Crag was on him, wrenching Borrican's wing and pulling him around as Storm scrambled out from beneath him. Storm turned and was about to leap at Borrican when Vale smashed into him, head on and smashed him hard to the ground, cracking the hard lava beneath him. 
Vale turned away as Storm rolled and leapt to his feet, ready to attack her, but he stopped when he saw Borrican pick up Crag by the neck and smash him to the ground. Acid fire dripped from Borrican's mouth and his rage flowed as he lost control, forgetting what Vale and her mother had taught him. Crag tried to free himself but Borrican smashed him into the hard rock again, cracking it and sending lava gushing through to the surface. Vale saw Borrican take in a deep breath and she quickly realized what he was about to do. She leapt at him with every bit of power she had and, with her claws, she grabbed at Borrican and wrenched him away from the drake. Borrican lost his grip on Crag, who fell to the rock below as Vale dragged Borrican into the air then dove toward the flows and the two of them plunged deep into the primordial heat. 
"You almost got killed," Storm said as he walked over to Crag, who had risen to his feet and now looked over the edge of the lava flow.
"He is powerful, that one," Crag said. The other three drakes landed and approached.
"The elders said not to trouble the Akandar," Kiva said.
"They did, that's what they said," Raz agreed, nodding.
"Fools, you are," Kaz said.
"Better than cowards like you three," Storm said.
"Akandar is not a coward," Crag said, staring at Storm and the other three drakes. "You saw his thoughts."
"Yes," Storm said. "We must become more powerful if we are to kill this god-king."
*****
 
Borrican was not sure where he was, only that it was dark and cool. He heard the drip of water echo around him and he realized that he must be in a cave of some sort. His senses adjusted to the darkness and he saw the sharp points of rocks hanging from the ceiling overhead and he heard the slow, deep breath of a creature he recognized. Borrican rolled over and saw Vale sleeping peacefully beside him and he wondered how they had come to be in the cave, the last thing he remembered being his fight with the drakes by the flows of lava.
Then he remembered the heat of the flows and Vale dragging him through the flows, her claws gripping him tightly as he struggled against her. A memory of her flying out of the lava and smashing him against a rock wall flitted through his thoughts and then all was black. His next memory was of the cave where he now found himself, still only flashes, awakening, confused, disoriented, hungry and primal, like a beast and then, only in moments, he remembered what happened after. Borrican felt a heat ignite deep within him at the memories that flashed through his thoughts, of the feeling of intertwining flesh, claws digging into his scales, the heat of her breath. He heard her stir and knew she had awakend and, before he could say anything, the sharp points of her powerful claws punctured the leathery scales on his side and she pulled him toward her again.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
The torchlight flickered as the metal door slid open and Brian stepped into the pale light of the chamber. He had been back to the room several times over the past few days with a few of the others who were also able to hear the voices. With White Falls surrounded by a force of Xallan soldiers, which had been joined by soldiers from Maramyr, a few had decided that they were willing to be defenders, even if it meant one day becoming spirits of the keep. Outfitted with armor that gave them strength and the ability to heal quickly and new weapons as well, they became the key defenders of the walls and kept vigilant lookout on the forces that were massing on the edge of the river.
At Jax's suggestion, Brian continued to explore the tunnels and he found several useful passages that led underneath White Falls out to the surrounding countryside, their entrances well hidden among outcroppings of rock surrounded by dense forest. Most of them could be traversed by anyone so they had begun organizing small raiding parties to harass the Xallan and Maramyrian soldiers and to help the people of the surrounding land who were forced to flee the merciless soldiers who plundered their homes, many of whom were now filling up the keep. Luckily, because of the passages they were able to send out hunting parties and could gather other necessities, so Fergus was able to make sure that no one went hungry. For many it was difficult being trapped behind the walls of the keep and surrounded by enemies, but at least they were safe.
Since there was little else to do, since he had already mapped all of the more useful tunnels, out of curiosity, Brian decided to continue to explore the deeper passages that only he and the other defenders could traverse. This time, he had brought a good supply of torches with him, and was determined to find out where the tunnels that led from the metal room might lead. He placed his hand on the mark by the door he had opened the first time he had visited the room and it slid up into the ceiling, revealing the dark, stone passage on the other side. A slight breeze flickered the flame of his torch as he entered the tunnel and, a few moments later he heard the door slide closed behind him as he made his way along the empty corridor.
After a short distance, he found several large rooms similar to the ones under White Falls then he continued onward through the connecting tunnels. The thick layer of dust told him that no one had walked these passages in a very long time, and the voices of the keep, in their peculiarly vague way, told him that he was the first to travel them in many generations. Brian wondered who the last people to use the tunnels might have been, but the voices simply said that they were defenders like him. He burned through several torches and was considering turning back when he felt a breeze blowing through the tunnel and the fire of the torch flickered wildly. He continued a little further and saw a crack of light ahead and heard faint noises, which seemed somehow familiar. Brian slowed his step, walking cautiously toward the light and saw that it spilled into the tunnel from a small crack in the wall and when he looked through it, he was surprised at what he saw.
The passage was contructed fairly thick thick stone, which Brian guessed was at least as thick as his arm was long, so it was difficult to see clearly through the thin crack, but he was fairly certain that on the other side of the wall was a town of some kind. He could hear horses walking along a cobbled street, people talking and he could smell the smoke of cook fires, the stale smell of beer and sweat, and he saw people passing by, going about their business. Brian also saw armed and liveried guards, and quickly recognized them as belonging to both the forces of Maramyr and Xalla. Wherever the passage had taken him, it was somewhere that was under the control of Cerric and Calexis.
There was no sign of any kind of a door so he continued on along the passage and, even though he did not notice any particular incline, he felt as though he was traveling much deeper underground than the place where he had glimpsed the outside world. Eventually, he came to a junction where the passage split into three different tunnels and he decided to continue on straight ahead in the direction he had already been traveling. A short distance further he came to the end, where a heavy, stone door was located. He hung his lit torch, which was nearing the end of its flame, in a sconce upon the wall and put the sack of unlit torches on the ground then searched for a way to open the door. It seemed to work in a similar way to the stone door through which he had entered at White Falls, which was much like those in the hidden armories scattered across the countryside but the mechanism that operated it was secreted behind a piece of stone that blended in with the wall, so it would be invisible to anyone looking directly at it. He reached in behind it and his hand found a metal lever but when he tried to turn it, it would not budge. Brian tried again, harder this time and it moved, but only a little.
"I guess it is pretty old," he muttered under his breath.
"Very old," the voices whispered.
"Is there any way to open this or should I try one of the other passages?" he asked.
"Try harder," the voices said.
"I'm trying," Brian told them and he tried again, straining with all his might, and the handle turned a bit more but it became stuck once again. He pulled his hand out and brushed the dust off on the leg of his trousers then sighed, frustrated that he had come so far only to be stopped by an old door. "Maybe if I was stronger."
The gemstones on his armor began to glow and Brian suddenly felt energy flowing through him. His senses sharpened and his muscles felt stronger, so he reached in behind the stone and tried to turn the handle. The strain of twisting his hand made his wrist scream as though his muscles and tendons might snap, but the handle started to move again, slowly at first, then it let go and turned easily. A loud click echoed inside the tunnel and a low, grinding sound came from the wall as the heavy, stone door slid sideways. Worried that the noise could be heard by someone nearby, who might be an enemy, Brian jumped back and pulled the sword that hung at his hip, ready to defend himself, but nothing happened. 
On the other side of the door was another passage. It was not nearly as dusty as the tunnel, and even though it was dimly lit by small openings high upon the walls, it appeared as though it did not get much use. The grinding of the stone stopped and Brian listened for a moment, waiting, but all was silent in the passage. He could hear the faint sounds of people talking and the clash of steel from swordplay, though he did not think it sounded like a battle. He found the hidden stone panel on the outside of the door and debated whether he should close the passage behind him then decided it was probably better just to leave it, since it did not appear that anyone was likely to come down this way. Also, if he ran into trouble, he might not have time to wrestle with a difficult door lever and he remembered Jax telling him and some of the others that the most important thing in every situation, where there were people with weapons about, was making sure to have a way out.
Brian ventured down the stone passage and found several wooden doors along one side of it. Out of curiosity, he opened one of them and saw what appeared to be a groundskeeper's storeroom filled with shovels, rakes, brooms and other such things. He shut the door and continued along to a wide stairway that led up to a door, which was unlocked. Carefully, Brian opened it a crack and peered through the gap and he saw a large, open yard surrounded by high walls and busy with people of all shapes and sizes, and most of them appeared to be warriors, though their weapons and armor were so varied that he did not think they were members of any particular army or group. There were a few liveried Maramyrian soldiers about, but they did not seem to be paying much attention to the warriors, who wandered freely around the square, most of them idly watching what appeared to be sparring matches taking place in different areas.
The door swung outward and Brian found himself face to face with a man who was dressed in rough clothing covered with dirt and carrying a shovel. He stared at Brian for a moment then shook his head.
"If you're looking for the pots, they're around the other side," he said, gesturing with his thumb.
"Many thanks," Brian said with a nod and walked past the man out into the yard.
Doing his best to appear relaxed as though he was supposed to be there, Brian wandered around the large open square that appeared to be a practice area. There were also groups of warriors lined up in front of large wooden tables where soldiers sat, writing their names in ledgers. He wandered past them to a large circular patch of dirt where a man with a sword was fighting a woman with two battleaxes similar to his own, though far simpler in their design.
"Hey, you there!" yelled a soldier and Brian turned, ready to defend himself. "You have to sign up with the registers before you can fight in the matches."
"Right," Brian said, nodding at the man and he noticed that, other than the soldiers, everyone else wore colored cloth bands around their arms.
"Wrap up those weapons too," the soldier said. "No blade bouts at the tournament."
"Right," Brian said again.
"There's scraps of leather in the barrel over there," the soldier told him, pointing to a wooden barrel over by the registry tables.
"Thank you," Brian said, then he made his way over to the registry area.
He pulled his axes out of the leather straps on his back and fished some long strips of leather from the barrel then tied them around the jewels embedded in the axe heads and at the end of the shaft. He did the same with his sword and was just finishing up when a skinny lad wearing patchwork leather armor with an old short sword hanging without a scabbard at his waist, walked up and pulled a piece of leather from the barrel.
"How come you're wrapping that?" Brian asked. It was obvious from the simple working of the sword that it was not a particularly valuable weapon, though the blade itself looked sharp and well maintained.
"Why not?" the lad answered with a shrug and a half smile that reminded Brian of his brother, Diller. "If I put the wraps on the hilt, people might think it's a fancy sword and give me a little more respect."
"Good point," Brian said. "I never thought of it that way."
"You must have a fancy sword then." The lad raised his eyebrows, looking more closely at Brian's armor, the sword in his hand and the two axes that stuck out above both his shoulders. "Fancy armor, fancy axes and a fancy sword. You must be a fancy fighter."
"I don't really care much for fancy," Brian said with a note of irritation. 
"As long as the blade's sharp, that's what matters," said the lad.
"And the hand that wields it," Brian added.
"Yes. That is most important. If you don't mind me asking, what is your name?"
"Brian."
"Just Brian? You are not some kind of lord or noble?"
"No," Brian said. "I'm just a fighter."
"Ah, then you're like me," he said with a smile. "I am called Pike."
"Pike?" Brian had never heard of such a name. "Like the weapon?"
"No," Pike said. "Like the fish."
"I know about trout, but I haven't heard of pike," Brian told him.
"They are in the lakes far to the east, in Xalla."
"Then that's where you're from?"
"Yes," Pike said. "I was lucky to come to this great city of Maramyr with Queen Calexis' force, otherwise I don't think I would have been able to travel all this way in time for the tournament."
Brian was surprised. It did not make sense that he should be in Maramyr, which was several days' ride away from White Falls. He looked around the high walls of the square and he realized that he could not see what might be on the other side. There was no reason for the young Xallan to mislead him, but it seemed impossible that on the other side of the walls that surrounded them might be the crown city. Brian realized that he had not said anything for a few moments.
"You're a soldier?" he said, since Pike neither looked like a soldier, nor was he dressed like one.
"No, I'm a swordsman," Pike replied, looking up from the strip of leather he was busily winding around the hilt of his sword. "At least, I want to be a swordsman."
"So you aren't a swordsman."
"Well I have a sword, and I will fight in the tournament, so that will make me a swordsman."
"And what did you do before you were a swordsman?" Brian asked.
Pike frowned then he leaned in a little closer.
"I was a cook for the army until yesterday," he said. "I made a mistake with the commander's soup so now I'm not a cook anymore."
"And that's why you decided to fight in the tournament?"
"Of course! Everyone is fighting in the tournament, so why shouldn't I?" Pike tied off the leather strap on the hilt of his weapon then held it up. "See, they give you a free sword, some leathers, all the food you can eat and a gold coin for every match, even if you don't win. Those who win get more and they get to compete for the prizes."
"What prizes might those be?"
"No one knows," Pike said then his expression turned sly. "I heard that those who make it to the final rounds will be given commands in the army and the ones who win those get even better prizes from Cerric himself and they say the prizes are magical. I don't know if I could beat all of the other fighters, but could you imagine me a commander? If I won enough fights I might even outrank the commander who took away my job. That would be rightful justice."
"That's your plan?" Brian said trying not to sound skeptical, lest he offend the lad, whose primary attribute appeared to be little more than enthusiasm. "Do you know how to swing a sword?"
"I've seen it done," Pike said and Brian shook his head.
"Have you ever trained with sword?" he asked.
"I have practiced a lot."
"You just got your sword and you are going to fight with it without having swung it before?"
Pike looked a little uncomfortable, but he jutted out his chin, obviously mustering his confidence.
"I learn quickly," he said. "I was the best cook in the Xallan army. Everyone loved my soup."
"Except the commander," Brian reminded him.
"It was good soup," Pike said. "It was just too hot, and I spilled it on him."
"You spilled it on him?"
"I tripped," Pike said. "I didn't do it on purpose, but the commander didn't see it that way."
Brian felt like he should probably bid the young man good luck and get to the tunnels so he could report back to White Falls with what he had discovered. Pike slid his naked sword into the leather strap of his belt.
"Let's get registered," he said. "Then we can get some of the free food and ale in the city."
Brian shrugged and followed the lad toward the registry tables, figuring he might as well register since it would probably make it easier for him to walk around without attracting attention. The few warriors who had been lined up before had already been registered so Brian and his new friend did not have to wait. Bran gave the soldiers his name and told them he was from a town called Merrybrook, which he knew was nowhere near Kaleb's lands. They entered his and Pike's names in a ledger book and gave them both green strips of cloth then wished them luck in the tournament, without giving either of them so much as a look. It seemed to Brian that the soldiers were not particularly enthusiastic about the task they had been given, but it worked in his favor since he did not want to be discovered. 
"What do you say we go eat?" Pike suggested as they walked away from the table.
"I am not particularly hungry," Brian said, hoping that the young Xallan would depart so he could get back to the underground passage. "I thought I might watch some of the sparring for a while."
"Would you like to spar with me?" Pike asked.
"With you?"
"Yes," Pike said. "You seem like you know how to use a sword and I would like to practice a little before the fights begin. I would be honored to fight you, even if it was just a sparring match."
Brian sighed inwardly. The way Pike seemed determined to follow him around reminded him of how his brothers would do the same, and he knew there would be no getting rid of him easily. Even though the lad was a Xallan, Brian also felt a little bit sorry for him, at the thought of him entering a swordfight never having learned to handle a blade.
"All right, Pike," Brian said. "I will spar with you, but then I have some things do do, so you'll have to go get something to eat on your own."
"Oh," Pike said, frowning as he realized that Brian might have important business of his own then he smiled. "It is very good of you to spar with me."
Brian nodded and followed him to the far side of the square where there were what looked like large, open paddocks. The two of them entered one and drew their weapons, Brian deciding to use his sword just to keep things simple. Pike started out holding his blade awkwardly with its tip down and Brian knew that the Xallan was unlikely to last very long in the tournament. At the very least, he hoped he could show him a few things that might keep him from getting killed, even accidentally by his own sword.
"Hold your sword up higher," Brian told him, remembering the basic things he had learned from Tarnath, what seemed like a lifetime ago. Pike raised the hilt of his sword up, with the tip still pointing downward.
"Like this?"
"No," Brian said. "Point it up, like mine."
Pike tilted his sword upward and stared at it then he turned it sideways and looked at his reflection in the dull steel. Brian took a deep breath and let out a great sigh.
"What are you doing now?" Brian asked.
"It's really interesting how the scratches on the blade make it look like you have scars when you look at it," Pike said.
"You're going to have more than scars if you don't pay attention."
"Yes, right. Let us begin."
"It began the moment you pulled your sword," Brian told him. "If this was a real fight, you would already be dead."
"You're right," Pike said, placing the point of his sword into the ground and leaning on the pommel. "I should be more serious."
Brian stared at him in disbelief.
"Why aren't you holding your sword?"
"Oh, right." Pike picked up his weapon again.
Brian could see several warriors wandering over to the practice area, appearing to be interested in what he and Pike were doing and he decided it might be best to actually begin the sparring so he moved foward.
"I'm going to attack you now," Brian said. "Just try to block and step out of the way."
"Got it," Pike said.
Brian swung his sword in an arc at half speed, making his movement really obvious so the young Xallan would see it coming. He was nearly on top of him with the blade when Pike looked up and noticed the sharp steel swinging down toward him and he dropped his sword and jumped back, luckily out of the way. The fighters who had begun gathering at the edge of the practice area laughed and began making comments amongst themselves.
"Pike," Brian growled. "You're not supposed to drop your sword."
"Sorry," he said. "You startled me. I wasn't ready."
"I told you I was going to attack," Brian said.
"I know," Pike said with a frown as he stooped and picked up his sword from the dirt. "I'll do better next time. Let's try again."
"Fine," Brian said, stepping back. "I'll attack you from the side. Just hold the sword up like this and step back when I swing."
"All right," Pike said, holding his sword out, the way Brian had showed him.
"You're supposed to wait until I swing at you," Brian said.
"Why don't I just hold it up now?" Pike asked. "That way it's already there for you to swing at."
"The fighters aren't going to swing at your sword, Pike," Brian said, starting to lose his patience. "They are going to swing at you, and they will not tell you which way they will swing from. Now get ready."
He swung his blade and Pike held his sword out the way he had been shown, but Brian saw that he had closed is eyes and it looked like he was already flinching before the blades even met. He smacked the sword easily from Pike's hand and the Xallan jumped back holding his wrist as the blade clattered to the ground.
"That hurt!" he said, a look of outrage on his face as he hopped up and down, still clutching his wrist.
"What hurt?" Brian asked. "I didn't even hit you."
"You hit my sword," Pike said.
"Things like that tend to happen in swordfights," Brian replied. "Maybe you should reconsider the idea of fighting in the tournament."
The fighters at the edge of the practice area were lauging heartily now 
"Not on your life," Pike said. "There's all that free food and ale and there's gold to be won. I'm going to be a champion."
"You're going to be dead if you're not careful," Brian said as he thrust his blade back in its scabbard. "I wish you luck, Pike. Don't grip the sword too hard or they'll knock it from your hand like I just did."
"Thank you, Brian," Pike said with a brave look on his face, but a somewhat fearful look in his eye. "This swordfighting business is not as easy as it looks. I will have to practice some more before the matches begin on the morrow."
"That is most certaily a good idea," Brian told him then he nodded and walked away.
As he made his way past the fighters, who had gathered to watch him and Pike spar, a few of them made comments about wagers they were planning to make and Brian heard them debating who was the worse fighter. Brian wanted to stop and tell them that he was simply trying to show the young Xallan how to keep from getting himself killed, but he knew it did not matter. With White Falls under siege, he had no intention of fighting in the tournament. There was a soldier standing nearby and he asked him where he might find the privy pots, making sure that his voice carried loud enough for anyone standing nearby to hear him. 
Brian headed off in the direction the soldier pointed, veering toward the door where he had encountered the gardener. The stairs and passage were empty and, luckily, the handle that opened and closed the stone door now seemed to work properly and, before long, he was back in the tunnels, headed back the way he had come, wondering how long it would take him to travel all the way from the cown city of Maramyr to the country fortress of White Falls. As he walked along the quiet, underground passage, with only the faint whispers of the voices to keep him company, Brian thought about the days long ago when he had been as bad at holding a sword as Pike and how the things he was taught by old Tarnath had kept him alive over these past seasons. He also wondered about his friend, Aaron, and hoped he might be still alive somewhere, curious whether they would see each other again some day.
*****
 
"I agree. I should have said something about it before," Stavros said, doing his best to hold his temper in check.
"And is there anything else that you have forgotten to mention, Stavros?" Zachary asked, his mood dark.
"Zachary, please," Ehlena said. "I did not even see the shadow, nor did you, so there is no reason Stavros should have been able to."
"But he knew it was there," Zachary said.
"No, I did not," Stavros shot back. "I thought I removed it completely. I thought it was gone."
"Well, it wasn't." Zachary took a deep breath. "So, what do we do now?"
Aaron was trying to ignore their conversation, but he could see that Ehlena and the two mages were in a heated discussion about something, and he had very little doubt that it had to do with him. Ever since they arrived at Stavros' home, which was a kind of house that the mage had cleverly built inside of a mountain, the three of them had been in deep discussion about things, which they had taken pains not to include him, and Aaron was getting tired of it, since it was not particularly difficult for him to listen in with his power. He rose from the stone bench by the small hearth and walked toward the spot where the three of them stood, huddled around one another, talking in low voices as though he would not hear what they were saying. 
Since he had merged with his power, his senses had become far more sensitive, almost to the point of being painful, and he had asked the others to leave him alone, but it did not matter. He could hear even the tiniest sounds and things that were far away and his sight allowed him to see all kinds of energy and detail that he could only glimpse before, even when he had used his power. Aaron knew that Lexi and Tash were in a different part of the caverns learning about the Ansari from Kasha and Ashan and, even though they were a good distance away, it was as though they were right next to him and he could feel the vibrations of energy coming from them. He could sense other things, tremors of power from far away and other things that he could not even name. 
The intensity of it was overwhelming but there did not seem to be much he could do about it so he tried to focus and separate the things that mattered from the noise. Aaron could also sense the shadow that existed deep within him and he could feel it growing slowly, hungrily feeding from his power and he also concentrated on quieting his mind and keeping his power calm and tranquil, which was difficult when so much tension was flowing from those around him. Bleary eyed and dizzy, Aaron walked up to the three and tried to look at them even though the energies that surrounded them were nearly blinding.
"I can hear everything you are saying," he told them. "If you're going to discuss this, you might as well include me."
"Aaron," Ehlena said with a sigh. "You know about the shadow."
"Yes," he said. "I can feel it. I couldn't feel it before, but now that I know it is there, it feels like it was always there, a part of me."
"That was from the ward," Stavros said. "I hoped it would take it away completely, but it seems it only diminished it almost to nothing, but it was not always there, Aaron. I want you to know that."
"It is hard to tell the difference, Stavros," Aaron said. "I know in my thoughts that it is something else, but there are other thoughts, darker thoughts, that echo through my mind that come from the shadows and they feel like they are my own."
"They are not your own, Aaron," Zachary told him. "They were put there, long ago."
"I know," Aaron said. "I heard you talking earlier. It was when I as an infant, when the fire happened, when I killed them."
"You did not kill them," Zachary insisted.
"Actually, I did," Aaron said, turning to look directly at the mage. He could see the anger in him and the fire flaring and burning hot in Zachary's flows of energy. "It is the truth. I know it was not intentional. I was an infant when it happened, but it was my power that destroyed them and I understand why the Ansari take it so seriously. True fire is a terrible power."
"Aaron, there is more that you must know," Stavros said. "You may have used your power and yes it may have caused great harm, but it was to protect yourself from the shadow, the same power that afflicts you now. Your parents, your mother and her husband, were trying to protect you and you must know that they would have died if it meant that you would live."
"Do you think King Gregor would have sacrificed himself for the child of another man?" Aaron asked, his words echoing in the cavern amid the silence. After a moment, Stavros answered him.
"Gregor would have, yes," the mage told him. "Had he known the truth, he would have been angry and I am sure that he and Zachary would have most certainly had words, to say the least, but Gregor would have protected you and your mother, especially from the dark power that came after you, the power we now know to be that of the dark god."
"But why me?" Aaron asked. "Why did the dark god want me?"
"Because, Aaron," Ehlena said. "You are something new in this world, and in some ways, something very old. Your power is different and that was obvious from the moment you were born and he covets all power, especially the kind of power that you have, for you might one day challenge him."
"And Cerric knew of this? Why did he not have me killed when I was at Maramyr?"
"Cerric did not know of your power," Ehlena said. "Like the goddess within me, Cerric now has the power of a god within him, and it is that god, the god of the book, the god of the shadow, that has wanted your power since the day you were born."
"How was he able to attack me back then?" Aaron asked. "He only came to this world when the priesthood had their ritual."
"Through his followers," Stavros said. "It was the mage priests, working through the power of the book." He reached under his robes and pulled out the copy of the book that he and Ehlena had found among Aaron's belongings. "Do you remember how you first came across this book, Aaron?"
Aaron stared at the simple, leatherbound book that Stavros held in his hand and he knew exactly what it was, though for some reason he had not thought about it since the storm that had nearly killed him on the way to the pirate island.
"Where did you get that?" he asked.
"It was in your bag that you left at Meer Island," Stavros said. "This is the book of one, Aaron, the book of the priesthood. It is the book that the god of shadows has used to enthrall almost every mage in the world."
"Do you remember showing it to me, Aaron?" Ehlena asked.
Aaron felt a lump growing in his throat as his thoughts went back to the night at the inn, when the two of them were trying to get to Maramyr after Tarnath and Matthius were killed.
"I remember," he said.
"You thought it was just a book of pictures," she said. "Its pages were very beautiful and seductive, but I had no power then so the book had no power over me, which was lucky."
"I am sorry," Aaron said. "I didn't know."
"Of course you didn't," Ehlena said. "I didn't know the things I know now either, and that's what matters, Aaron. The things that happened when you were a child were not your fault, so let them go and let's find a way to make things better."
"She's right, Aaron," Zachary said. "If I could go back and change it all, I would, but the enemy has been in the shadows for a long time and none of us knew what was happening, but now we do."
"So what do we do?" Aaron asked.
"First, we have to find a way to remove the shadow from you," Stavros said. "It is like a sickness inside you, eating away at you."
"If it is like a poison, can't we extract it?" Aaron asked, thinking about how he and Kasha had helped Lexi.
"It isn't that simple," Stavros said. "The shadow is alive and it is somehow part of you. I tried to remove it and truly thought I was successful, but it it is beyond my power."
Stavros turned away, a look of concern on his face and Aarons saw the mage's subtle flows of energy build up inside him becoming far more powerful than he had imagined. It appeared that Stavros kept his magic subdued most of the time and, though he did not seem to be as powerful as Zachary and the nature of the two mages' powers were very different, Aaron wondered if Stavros might be stronger than he let on. Whatever it was that Stavros had felt, Aaron now felt it as well and he turned in the direction the mage was looking as a loud cracking sound sound reverberated inside the cavern and two people appeared.
"Calthas," Stavros said, his voice sharp with anger and his power flaring even more. "You would dare to bring someone here to my home, to my sanctuary, without my permission?"
"Stavros." The young mage held up his hand and smiled nervously. "It's all right."
"I will tell you if it's all right," Stavros said with clear displeasure.
The cloaked figure who accompanied the young mage pushed back his hood and Aaron immediately recognized the man. It was the strange old mage he had met in the libarary at the Academy, the one without a name, who called himself Anonymous.
"Aaron," he said with a warm smile. "It is good to see you again."
"Who is this?" Stavros said, glancing over at Aaron then back at his uninvited guest. "Who are you?" 
"Forgive me, mage Stavros," he said. "I did not wish to intrude, but in the spirit of both urgency and expediency, it seemed the most prudent decision."
"You still haven't told me your name," Stavros said.
"He is the god, Stroma," Ehlena said.
Aaron saw Stavros' power waver then slowly begin to subside.
"Is this true?" the old mage asked, looking over at Aaron. "How is it you know each other?"
"Books," Stroma replied with a smile. "And it seems now that we meet once again over books." He pointed to the book in Stavros' hand. "That one in particular. If you don't mind, I would like to have it, now."
His last word had the rumble of thunder and the crack of lightning behind it and there was no doubt that he was who he claimed to be, but Stavros was not about to hand over such a dangerous item just like that.
"And what do you want with it?" he asked.
"Ultimately, I would like to destroy it," Stroma said. 
"Why not destroy it now?" Stavros asked.
"Have you tried?"
"No. We were concerned that it might alert Cerric and the god that lives within him."
"A very wise decision, for that would most certainly have happened," Stroma told him. "You would also find that the book in your hand cannot be so easily destroyed. I doubt that even all the power gathered in this place combined would be able to accomplish such a feat?"
"And yet, you know a way to do this?"
"Yes, and it will require that we gather all five copies." Stroma held out his hand to the book that Stavros still held. "Once they are brought together, then they can be destroyed."
"How do you know these things?" Stavros asked.
"I am the one who created the book and am very familiar with its workings."
"You created this monstrosity? Why would you make such a thing as this?" Stavros asked.
"That, dear mage, would requre some time and some tea, or perhaps some wine. Please, give me the book and we can discuss it for however long you like."
"He speaks the truth?" Stavros asked Ehlena.
"He does," she said, with a frown.
"You knew of this?" Stavros looked at her accusingly.
"The goddess knew of this," Ehlena said. "And I am coming to understand such things."
"Mage Stavros," Stroma said. "There are five copies of this book, one for each of the five gods. They were never intended to be used by only one of us, and that is something I would very much like to put an end to. There is more that I can tell you, but first you must give me the book."
Stavros looked down at the book in his hand then he held it out to the god, who took it from him and tucked it into the folds of his robes. Once the book was put away, Stroma smiled at the group of them then he strode forward and reached out his hand toward Stavros. Aaron saw the power flow through Stroma, different from the power of the mages, almost imperceptible at first and truly a part of him, like his own power had become. Ehlena saw it next, and Zachary saw it too, only a moment later, and they moved to stop the god but they were all pushed back by a powerful field of energy that appeared around Stroma. Arcs of power burst forth from his body as he grabbed Stavros by the throat and tendrils of energy plunged into the mage's eyes.
"What are you doing?" Ehlena yelled. "Stop this at once."
"He will not be harmed," Stroma said, his voice thundering inside the cavern. "The book has been playing tricks on this mage and I will not allow such a thing to continue."
"Unhand me," Stavros said, outraged that he would be attacked in his own sanctuary and prying at his hand, trying to remove it from his throat.
"Not until you see," Stroma told him and Aaron saw his power shift to what he could only describe as a pale, grey light, like what one might imagine to find on the inside of a cloud. "Do you see it?"
Stavros' eyes darkened for a moment with power, then their color turned milky white and his body fell limp. The lighting stopped as Stroma's power receded and he let go of the mage, gently lowering him to the ground as tears streamed down Stavros' face.
"What have you done?" Ehlena asked, rushing to the mage as Stroma stepped back.
"I have given him back his sight," Stroma said.
"I cannot see," Stavros rasped. "You have blinded me."
"Your eyes will recover, mage. It is your thoughts that I have cleared. Do you now see?"
"I see that you have attacked our friend," Zachary interjected, gathering his power. "God or not, I don't take kindly to such things." 
"Mage Zachary," Stroma said, glancing over at Aaron, who had become very quiet, then back at Zachary. "You are a very interesting sort, and I would ask you to stay your hand for a moment that I might explain. Hear me out and if you wish to fight me, then I will accept your challenge."
"Go ahead," Zachary said. "Explain."
"Zachary," Stavros said as Ehlena and Calthas bent down to help him. "I am grateful for your defense, but it is no longer necessary."
"Maybe not, but I think an explanation is most certainly in order," Zachary said.
Stroma nodded.
"I could not agree more, but I must first say something to Aaron," he said then he turned to look at him. "Aaron, there are some things we must discuss that I cannot allow you to hear. They are matters that concern you, but it is best that you not know these things for the time being."
"If these things concern me, why must I not know of them?" Aaron asked.
"Because of the darkness within you," Stavros said as Calthas and Ehlena helped him to his feet. "It pains me to say it, lad, but you cannot be trusted."
"I can't be trusted?" Aaron was appalled that Stavros would say such a thing, especially considering what Stroma had just done to him. "What about you? You have been hiding things from me my entire life, along with Tarnath."
"I am sorry, Aaron," Stavros said. "You do not know how sorry I am, and all I can tell you is that everything I did was to protect you."
"All the while you were under the influence of this god of shadows," Aaron said.
"Not quite, Aaron," Stroma interrupted. "Stavros was blinded to certain things, but he was never directly controlled by the power of the book like these mage priests."
"And how do I know that you are telling the truth?" Aaron asked.
"What does your power tell you?" Stroma asked.
Aaron looked around at those who were gathered around him, his heightened senses not only showing him how powerful they all were, but he could see the nature of their energy, which showed something of the truth behind their thoughts. Whatever their reasons might be, Aaron could tell that each of them was genuine in their concern for him, but he felt a nagging sense of doubt growing beneath his thoughts.
"How can I trust my power?" Aaron asked. "You say Stavros was influenced by the power of this god, blinded by the shadow, and the same shadow has made you afraid and distrustful of me. And you say I can't be trusted then tell me to trust myself."
"The shadow within you is not the shadow of the book, Aaron," Stroma said. "I created the book and its copies, so I recognize its power, no matter how subtle it may be. I also know the shadow, the power of the god, Kenra, though I did not recognize it when we last met, for much of my knowledge was trapped outside this world. There is still much that I have lost, but at least I have regained this knowledge and some greater measure of my power."
"Can you not remove the shadow from me?" Aaron asked, remembering how it had begun to affect him when he fought the Ansari leader.
"No, I cannot," Stroma told him. "The shadow within you is not like the power of the book. It is far more powerful for it is the power of Kenra himself. I do not know how it came to be inside you, but it has awakened, very likely because your true power has awakened."
"It was the attack," Stavros said. "Shortly after he was born, Aaron was attacked. The power I saw that night is the same power that grows within you, Aaron. I used my power to take it from you, and I thought I had, but somehow I did not truly see it, but I see it clearly now. It is the same darkness, the same shadow from that night long ago."
"How could Kenra attack Aaron when he was trapped outside this realm?" Ehlena asked Stroma. "The god of shadows had only just returned."
"There are many paths from this world to the next," Stroma said. "He likely had help from those who follow him, these mage priests of his. There are old magics, forgotten magics, that they may have found enabling them to summon some portion of his essence to this world. Kenra knows many things, and through the book, he has communed with his many servants."
"I often dreampt of a man with a dagger," Aaron said. "I was bound to an altar, under the stars of night, and the man with the dagger smiled and laughed as he held the knife over me, before he killed me with it. Like most dreams, it would fade, but this dream was always followed by the headaches caused by the ward that Stavros put on me."
"It is likely because of that ward that the shadow remained dormant," Stroma said then he frowned. "As for the dream, you speak of a very old magic, Aaron. It is a form of death magic, one that I believed forgotten to this world."
"It is not entirely forgotten," Zachary said. "I have studied some of it."
"And it is obvious that others have as well," Stroma said. "This man with the dagger is likely one of Kenra's followers, a mage who has learned of these things."
"Yes," Aaron said. "I did not know who he was, but I do now. His name is Dakar."
"Dakar," Zachary said. "I know him all too well. I should have killed him long ago."
"I do not disagree with that sentiment, Zachary, but such things were not done under the old laws," Stavros said. "It would have made you an enemy of the Council of Mages."
"I should have killed him anyway," Zachary said. "The Council has fallen, replaced by this accursed priesthood, so what would it have mattered? "
"What is done is done," Stroma said. "We must look forward and decide what will be."
"When I see him next, Dakar will meet his end," Zachary said. "That is a decision of what will be, and one I look foward to."
"Tell me more of this Dakar and the priesthood," Ehlena said, curious to know what kind of man would willingly choose to follow Kenra and she had little experience with the black robed mages, who did not have much of a presence at Aghlar, where she had been raised.
"Dakar is one of the key members of the priesthood, in many ways like a high priest, though the black robes do not have a heirarchy, as they are all equally subservient to the book," Stavros told her. "They are obsessed with the book and they do whatever it tells them, which we now know are little more than the thoughts of Kenra, the god of shadows."
"Dakar has been obsessed with dark magics for many years," Zachary said. "I knew him once, long ago, when we were both young mages."
"If he is the one reponsible for the shadow that lives within Aaron then perhaps there is some way he can undo what he has done," Ehlena suggested.
"Dakar would not help," Zachary said. "If he is under the power of this god, then he is lost. And even if he were not, Dakar will only do things that will benefit him."
"This mage, Dakar could no more remove the shadow then any of us could," Stroma said. "He was merely a tool, as with all those who are foolish enough to follow Kenra."
"Then how can I rid myself of this?" Aaron asked. "I do not want to live with some shadow within me, controlling me, making me feel nothing, or with some spell causing me pain. What must I do to be free of these things, that I might decide my own fate?"
Stroma stared at him for a moment and Aaron thought he saw a twinkle of amusement glimmer in his eyes. 
"Do you find this amusing?" Aarron asked.
"Not at all," Stroma said. "Think on the things you have just said and the questions you have asked. There is much I cannot tell you, but know this; there are things that you might do, and things that others might do to help you, but if you know what they are, then there will come a point when Kenra will learn of them as well. I do not believe his power has reached that point yet, but it is now growing stronger. Your power is now truly a part of you, which makes many things possible, but when you bring your power forth, you will face the shadow, which feeds from it, and as your power grows, so will the shadow, so you must find clarity within yourself and be sure of your thoughts and your actions. While the shadow lives within you, there is much harm you might do without even knowing it, if you let the shadow take control."
A flurry of questions ran through his mind, but as much as he wanted to know the answers, he knew that discussing such things could mean betraying them to the shadow. After a few moments, Aaron nodded.
"I understand," he said.
"He speaks the truth, Aaron," Stavros said. "I tried my best to protect you, but I failed, and for that I am truly sorry."
"Many things have been hidden from me for most of my life," Aaron said. "Those who wished to protect me have kept me from knowing things about myself and about the dangers that I face in the world. I will accept that you have had your reasons and I will accept that you believe you are doing what is right, but I ask that you consider the wisdom of continuing to hide things from me, whether the shadow knows it or not." They could all tell from the look in his eyes that he was not happy, and he smiled bitterly then turned and began to walk away. "I will go see how Lexi and Tash are doing with their training. You discuss what you must, and decide what you will."
"Calthas," Stroma said, turning to the young mage. "Go with him."
"Am I to be guarded now?" Aaron asked, stopping for a moment but not turning to look back.
"No," Stroma said. "Merely accompanied."
Aaron shook his head and sighed then turned and looked at the young mage, who he had not seen for some time, ever since his visit to his workshop in Maramyr with Ariana and Borrican.
"Come on, then. You might find it interesting to learn something of the Ansari," he said as he continued toward the passage that led from the cavern and Calthas hurried to catch up with him.
"It is good to see you again, Aaron," Calthas said, reaching into his robes and pulling out a small, metal flask and uncapped it. "I was glad to learn that Cerric failed when he tried to have you and Ariana killed, and glad to learn that you were not to blame." He took a sip from his flask and Aaron could smell the distinct scent of sweetwater. He offered to Aaron, but he shook his head and declined.
"I fear that he may have succeeded in the end," Aaron said. "The mage, Cerric's high priest, Dakar, killed her himself at Rivergate. I did not want to believe it, but I don't know what to believe anymore.
"You would not have heard? Cerric's people have done their best to quell the stories, but Ariana lives," Calthas told him. "She and a force of warriors from Elvanar fought at Kandara. Many soldiers of Maramyr sided with her against Cerric in defense of the mountain kingdom and though they were not successful, I have heard that she continues to aid the Kandaran people and has sought refuge for them in the elven forests."
"Thank you, Calthas," Aaron said, his spirits lifting a little as they exited the cavern and walked out into the cool air of the mountain forest that Stavros had chosen for his home. "That Ariana still lives is the best news I have heard in a very long time."
Calthas stared at Aaron for a moment as they walked through the dark evergreens.
"I thought you might be glad to hear it," he said. "The moment I saw you with the princess, I knew there was something between you."
"Then you knew more than I," Aaron said. "Ariana is my sister."
"What?" Calthas seemed surprised, then he understood what the others had been talking about, when they spoke of Aaron being attacked. "Does that make you the prince of Maramyr?"
"I am no prince," Aaron replied. "If you want to know more about such things, then you can ask Zachary or Stavros. Let's leave it at that."
"Of course," Calthas said, accepting Aaron's desire not to talk about it, though he still tried to put the pieces together in his head.
"What of Borrican?" Aaron asked, changing the subject. "Does he live as well?"
"His father and uncle were killed in the battle," Calthas told him. "His brother, Elric was taken prisoner by Cerric, and there are rumors that he is being kept in the dungeon beneath the palace at Maramyr, but I have heard nothing of Borrican. Did you know that he and the nobles of Kandara are dragonkind?"
"The dragon is the symbol of their house," Aaron said.
"It is not just the symbol. They are dragons, like from the stories of old."
"If you had told me this when last we met, I would not have believed you," Aaron said. He looked ahead through the trees to the clearing where Tash and Lexi were training with Kasha and Ashan. "I think you will find the Ansari most interesting."
Aaron and Calthas emerged from the trees into the clearing and, as soon as Tash saw them, she immediately came running.
"Look, Aaron!" she exclaimed, and spun around. "I have a tail!" 
"A tail?" Calthas nearly choked on the sip of sweetwater he had just taken.
"Very good, Tash," Aaron said, smiling at her.
"It's just like Kasha's," Tash said, with a grin on her face. "I can make it like Lexi's too, see." She squinted her eyes in concentration and the long, thin tail of fur changed into a thicker one, scaled and leathery like Lexis, though hers was red in color instead of blue. She laughed and ran ahead to where Lexi and the two Ansari stood waiting.
"Is that what the Ansari look like?" Calthas asked, quietly, his eyes fixed on Lexi.
"No," Aaron said. "That is Lexi. She is something else. The other two are Kasha and Ashan. They are Ansari."
"They don't have tails," Calthas observed.
"Not at the moment, they don't," Aaron said. "They are shapeshifters, so they can look like whatever they want. They also have excellent hearing, so you might want to save your questions until you get to know them a little bit."
"Perhaps I will save the rest of this for later. I think I might need it," Calthas said as he put away his flask.
*****
 
Willem finished brewing a large pot of tea and readied the large silver tray upon which he had laid out enough cups and biscuits for all the guests that Stavros had brought home with him. He added two more cups and a few more biscuits for the two others he had sensed, who had recently arrived, one of them being Calthas and the other seemingly familiar, though obscured, which meant it was likely another mage. He lifted the lid of the teapot and inhaled the rich aroma of the leaves along with the hint of fruit he had added, thinking it might be pleasing to Stavros' guests. It was not every day that one served tea to a goddess or a legendary mage like Zachary, and the Ansari, for that matter, who he was very curious to learn more about.
He picked up the heavy tray and made his way from the mage's small kitchen, through the sitting room and down a passage that led to the large cavern where he knew they should be, but he found himself blocked by a barrier. It was strange that he would not have sensed it, and from what he could tell the power that had created it did not belong to Stavros, though there was something about it that felt familiar. Willem reached for his power and sent a thought through the invisible wall, announcing simply that the tea was ready and the barrier dropped almost immediately, letting him continue.
A few moments later, he walked into the cavern to see Stavros, Zachary, Calthas and Ehlena, all with very serious looks on their faces, staring at a man in a robe, who appeared to be the new guest. The man turned and smiled at him and Willem stumbled and nearly dropped the tray.
"Willem," Stroma said warmly. "Good of you to join us. We were just speaking about you."
*****
 
 
"We need to find out more about what Cerric is planning," Jax said, idly spinning a dagger in his hand then he stabbed it into the thick wood of the long kitchen table in front of him. "I'd go myself if I could get through those tunnels."
"It smacks of folly," Fergus said, snatching the dagger as Jax reached for it. "Too dangerous, I say. What if Cerric's lot figures him out? We got enough troubles keepin' White Falls safe from that army without losin' our defenders."
"That army is just sitting there, doing nothing. That's all they can do, is wait, and hope we starve, which we won't, thanks to the tunnels Brian found," Jax said as he slid another dagger from his sleeve and spun it in his hand. "We could last a year or more, so long as Cerric doesn't send out any of his blasted mages."
"An' if he does?" Fergus asked.
"Then it won't make a lick of difference is Brian is here or if he's scouting around Maramyr or somewhere else." Jax turned to look at Brian, who sat quietly at the table. "What say you, Brian? It's your skin we're talking about here."
"If I go, then I will have to fight in this tournament," Brian said, tugging at the scrap of cloth that marked him as a competitor. "It also means that I will be able to move around the city and talk to other fighters from all across the land, and other kingdoms as well. They might have news about Lord Kaleb and what is happening with the war and those sorts of thing might be good to know. Some of the fighters can barely swing a sword. I can fight a few of them and make it look real then lose a fight and do some scouting."
"If yer willing," Fergus said, his expression still skeptical.
"I am," Brian replied.
"Then watch yerself, Brian," Fergus told him. "It might sound like somethin' easy, but things can happen with nary a moment's warning, an' then ye find yerself in trouble an' on your own. Things are seldom simple as they seem."
"That is something I have learned," Brian said then he rose from the table. "I will leave at once. The tournament will begin in a few days and if I can find things out now, then I can leave the city before it begins."
"An excellent plan, Brian," Jax said, flipping his knife around and stabbing it into the tabletop. "
Brian nodded then turned and walked out of the room, leaving the two men sitting silently for a moment. Fergus reached for the dagger that Jax had stuck in the tabletop but the nimble thief grabbed it first and tucked it back in his sleeve then he leapt to his feet, leaned in and kissed the big man on the cheek.
"What was that?" Fergus asked, red faced.
"A distraction," Jax said with a grin and he held up the dagger that Fergus had taken from him then slipped it up his sleeve.
"Always with the tricks," Fergus said, shaking his head.
"Always," Jax agreed and he smiled widely. He walked over to a large shelf and began rifling though the various items it contained, collecting biscuits, pieces of dried fruit and a wedge of cheese that was wrapped in a cloth, all of which disappeared into the sleeves of his shirt.
"Are you hungry, Jax?"
"Not at the moment."
"Then why must you pilfer my kitchen?"
"Brian has never been on his own in the big city of Maramyr," Jax said. "And you're right, my dear Fergus, chances are he will run into trouble, so I think I might take a little trip to see what there is to see."
"What of White Falls?" Fergus asked.
"The walls will hold, and I have the utmost faith in you to make sure they are well defended," Jax said and with a wave, he was gone.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
The snow swirled around them as Ariana, Keira and Margo trudged through the thickening drifts that gathered on the mountain trail. They had left their horses in a valley, turning them loose to graze upon the short grasses and caching their tack behind some rocks, hoping they might still be there upon their return. The three women climbed higher into the thinning air of the northern range, each of them silently wondering at the wisdom of traveling into such a desolate and unforgiving place. At first, it had taken some coaxing to get Keira to wear the heavy boots that Arian had brought for each of them, but after the air grew cold and the snowsqualls began, she relented. 
Wrapped in heavy furs and laden with their remaining supplies, the journey over the mountains had been long and arduous, and they were relieved when the ground began to run downhill and the air became thick again, making it easier to breathe. They were less than pleased when they emerged from the narrow mountain pass they had traveled to discover that the land on the other side of the range was flat, snow covered and desolate, offering no respite from the chilling cold. Still, they pressed onward at Ariana's insistence, sure was she that they would find the prince of Kandara somewhere in these forbidding lands.
"I have never felt cold such as this," Keira said, pulling the hood of her cloak tighter around her neck.
"Nor I," Margo agreed.
"It is bone chilling," Ariana said. "When I was trapped in the winter snows among the mountains to the west of Maramyr, there were times when I thought that all life had ended and yet the spring came and the leaves returned to the trees, but here there is nothing and it is as though there never was. It is truly a desolate place."
"And you are sure we will fine Borrican here, somewhere?" Keira asked.
"He is here," Ariana said, her voice turning sharp and eyes flashing angrily for a moment then, as quickly as her ire had risen, she appeared calm once again. "I can feel it. I know he is."
Ariana pointed ahead and continued forward, walking ahead of them through the snow. Keira and Margo traded a look, acknowledging what they both knew. Ariana's moods had grown increasingly erratic, especially when either of them questioned the wisdom of the journey they had undertaken. Neither of them spoke of it openly, but they were becoming increasingly concerned there might be something wrong with the princess. Keira caught up to Ariana and grabbed her arm and stopping her.
"It is time to rest, Squirrel," she said. "We have crossed the mountains and a great distance lies ahead. If we do not rest, we will fall to the mercy of the elements."
"We must keep going," Ariana said. "Time grows shorter. I must help him."
"You cannot help Borrican if you're dead and frozen in the snow," Keira said. "We must rest. You must rest."
"Keira's right, Ariana," Margo said. "It is unwise to push so hard in the cold like this. We have not stopped moving since we left the elven lands, and even then we spent little time to recover from the battle of Kandara. You cannot continue like this, and neither can we."
"And where will we stop?" Ariana asked. "There is no shelter here, no trees, no rocks to hide us from the wind, no wood to build a fire."
"We can backtrack," Keira said. "It is only a short distance back to the pass and I noticed a few small trees growing among the rocks. We could bid them to give us dry wood for a fire."
"Go back?" Ariana was incredulous that Keira would suggest such a thing. "After we have come all this way? We cannot turn back. No, we must carry onward."
"To where?" Keira asked. "There is nothing ahead except wind and snow. Look, Ariana. What do you see? It is a wall of grey that goes on forever."
"Turn back if you want," she said, her voice sharp with determination. "If you are too cowardly to brave a little cold weather, then I will continue alone."
Ariana continued forward, leaving Keira standing in the snow.
"You would call me a coward?" Keira glared, her own temper flaring at the insult and she stepped forward, to chase after Ariana but she felt Margo's gloved hand grip her arm.
"She is not herself," she said.
"No, she is certainly not," Keira agreed. "We must turn back. Our purpose is to protect her and if we must protect her from herself then that is what we must do."
"And if she is right?" Margo asked.
"There are no trees, not even grass. Nothing grows in this place," Keira said.
Margo wondered what she meant then she realized that Keira must be feeling completely lost in this land of ice and snow. She knew the elves were attuned to the forests and the things that grew from the earth, even eschewing wearing boots so their feet would always touch the ground with every footfall, so it was not surprising that Keira would be on edge herself, cut off from the constant reassurance of nature to which she was accustomed. Margo relaxed her hold on the elven woman's arm.
"Keira," she said. "Our purpose is to support Ariana and protect her as we can, but I do not believe that she has not come all this way on a whim. If either of us thought that, we would have said so before we set out on this journey. We are both Rangers, you and I, and it is our duty to walk the paths that extend beyond our realms, to know this world that we may better protect those in our charge. If there is life in this land, then it is our duty to learn of it, and if there is some chance that we can find the prince of Kandara, then it is our duty to try."
"I know these things," Keira said. "I swore a vow to protect the girl, and I will not let her die on my watch."
"I know you were a member of her mother's guard," Margo said. "I understand you wish to protect Ariana, but do not let those events influence your sense of duty. It is our role to die, if need be, to assist those who fight for peace, to protect them on their path, not prevent them from their journey. It is our duty to guide, not to lead, as is our oath."
"You do not need to lecture me on my duties," Keira said and she started walking, trudging through the snow after Ariana, who had already gone a fair distance ahead.
"No, I do not," Margo replied as she walked beside her. "I apologize if my words have offended you. I only thought to strengthen your resolve."
Keira stared at the woman, curiously and she realized how little she knew about her other than the fact that she was an exceptional fighter, as quick and fierce a warrior as any elf, and that she was a Kandaran Ranger, a branch of the order to which she herself belonged, but knew very little.
"It is I who should apologize," Keira said. "Your words ring true, and being reminded of such things is hardly an affront. Might I ask how you came to be in the service of Duke Boric?"
"His brother, King Eric made the request," Margo told her. "The truth of the matter is that Eric was convinced that someone within the court was working against Kandara."
"And he suspected his brother?"
"No, he feared for him," Margo said. "Eric discovered that someone in the court was poisoning him, and he worried that Boric was also a target. Unfortunately the war broke out and we were unable to discover who was responsible, though I have my suspicions."
"Who would do such a thing?"
"There is little point in making accusations now, but I believe Prince Elric may have been involved."
"Why would the prince do such a thing? He already wore the crown, did he not?"
"Yes," Margo said. "But I do not think he wanted it. According to his father, Elric feared the power of the dragon and thought he would lose his mind to it. He also blamed that power for his mother's death."
"How did the queen die?"
"In her sleep, peacefully," Margo said, but the look in her eyes told a different story.
"There is more," Keira said.
"Yes," Margo replied. "There is a price to being a queen in Kandara, to giving birth to the dragons of the Akandra and only the very strong can endure it."
It occurred to Keira that she did not know the name of the former queen of the mountain kingdom. Though the elves took little interest in the affairs of neighboring lands, the order of Rangers made efforts to keep track of such things. She cursed her own lack of interest in the world outside the elven forest during her years of self-imposed penance for her failure to protect her queen. 
"What is the name of the queen?" Keira asked. "I have only heard her referred to as the queen, or by some, the queen mother. Who was she?"
Margo smiled.
"It is the tradition of Kandara to refer to her only thus," she said. "IBefore she became the queen of Kandara, she was a member of our order. She was called Morwen and she was one of our best warriors, quick with a blade and stronger than most and she was true of heart in all things. Her name was Morwen."
"Did you know her well?"
"Well enough," Margo said. "She was the reason I became a Ranger."
Keira was curious to know more about the former queen but she was distracted when she saw Ariana, who was still some distance ahead of them, fall to the ground. Margo saw it as well and they both broke into a run, sprinting through the deepening snow as fast as they could.
"Ariana?" Keira lifted her face from the snow and Margo helped to roll her over.
As soon as they touched her, they could feel Ariana's body shaking and her breathing was hurried and erratic. A moment later, it stopped, but the mist of breath from her mouth in the cold air assured them that the princess was still breathing, though she remained unconscious. Margo pulled her leather glove from her hand and put her thumb on one of Ariana's eyelids, which was dark and purple in hue, and she slid it up and saw that her eyes were rolled back in her head. She checked her other eye, which was the same.
"She is under great strain," Margo said. "She needs warmth and rest."
"Then we should turn back," Keira replied. "Between us, we can carry her."
Margo stared out into the swirling snow that surrounded them, looking back the way they had come then ahead in the direction Ariana had led them and, in the distance, she saw something. She stood and squinted her eyes, looking toward the grey horizon ahead and she sniffed the air.
"Do you smell that?" she asked.
"I believe my senses have been frozen," Keira said, but she did notice something on the air. "It is the smell of smoke."
"It is," Margo said. "Often smoke signals fire, and though you elves prefer as little of it as possible in your forests, fire usually means people, and it certainly means warmth. I say we continue."
She bent down and helped Keira pick up the princess, and the two of them trudged through the snow, carrying Ariana between them, with her arms hung limply over their shoulders. 
*****
 
Borrican awoke, his thoughts a swirl of images, of faces he recognized but could not name, of dragon scales and claws, writhing in the darkness, of wings and fire and of heavy, iron chains. He heard his own voice, screaming beneath the angry roar of the dragon, raging at the minds that would not answer him. He slowly opened his eyes and saw the orange glow of lava flowing nearby, illuminating the inside of the cavern that surrounded him. Borrican realized that he could barely move and he glanced from side to side, and saw that he was bound by thick chains, made of black metal. They stretched to every side of the cavern holding him in place, with his arms and legs outstretched and his neck held tightly, allowing him to move only a little. 
Borrican looked down and saw a girl, sitting naked with her back to him, by the edge of the lava, her feet dangling in its heat as though it were a stream of water. Her skin was golden underneath her dark brown curls and the red glow of the molten river made illuminated her face as she turned at the sound of the chains moving. Her eyes glimmered with fire in the heat of the lava and when she rose and walked toward him, Borrican could see that her fingers and toes glittered at their tips with long, pointed nails that were seemingly adorned with gemstones. Though her form was not that of a dragon, Borrican knew her by her scent.
"Vale," he said. "Why am I chained?"
"You do not remember," she said, staring up at him.
"I do not remember," Borrican said, repeating her words and knowing the truth of them. "What happened?"
"You fought the drakes and went wild," Vale told him. "I could barely get you away from them, Borrican. You are much stronger than you seem."
"I didn't hurt anyone, did I?"
"Nothing that a few days in the flows won't heal," she said.
"Then why am I here, like this?"
"I tried, Borrican," she said. "Before the others found you, I attempted the bonding, but it did not take. For a short time, it seemed as though it had, but it slipped away and you became wild again. The others agreed to let me keep you here for a time, but you must remain in chains."
"And then what?"
"When your thoughts have become truly lost, they will come," she told him. "You will die."
"What?" Borrican felt the rage burning inside him and he pulled at the chains that held him tight. "Let me free, Vale. I will leave. I will go far away, where there is no one."
"Please, Borrican, try to be calm," she said. "Your anger feeds the wildness and without a queen to temper you, the rage of a dragon will consume you. It would be better if such a thing would not happen, but there is no sense in rushing toward it."
Borrican stopped and focused on calming himself. She was right that his anger would not help, and he needed time to think, to find a way out of this.
"Why are you in that form?" he asked.
"I thought it might please you to see a form that is familiar to you, that you might be reminded of those you care about."
"I am, but I am also reminded of my duty to protect those people and all the people of my lands," he said.
"Kandara. I learned of it during the bonding."
"You learned of it?"
"I know all that you know," Vale told him. "It is part of bonding, to share the wisdom. Your thoughts are shown to me, and mine to you. That is how it is supposed to happen, but I was only able to share your thoughts. You could not see mine, thus the bonding was incomplete."
"Try again," Borrican said. "Maybe it was unsuccessful the first time but it might work a second time."
"You do not remember," she said with a faint smile. "I tried more than once, and several times more than I should have. Bonding is not easy, Borrican."
Borrican slumped in the chains, letting them take his weight.
"So this is my fate, to hang here until I am to be killed?"
"Yes," Vale said, and a tear fell from the corner of her eye.
"You are saddened by this?" Borrican asked. "I did not think you cared."
"I shared your thoughts," she said. "I know many things now that I did not understand before. This form is also different, and more prone to such emotions. I did not understand that either."
"I did not know that you could take such a form," Borrican said.
"I learned it from you."
"If you learned it from me, then why can I not return?"
"You are consumed by the dragon within you," she said. "Only if you are calm and the fires of your thoughts are brought low can you leave your dragon shape to become a creature such as this. The wildness prevents you from becoming like this."
"How long do I have before the others come?" Borrican asked.
"I do not know," Vale said. "My mother has spoken to the elders again. So long as you remain as you are now, they will not harm you, but if you succumb to the rage then there is little either she or I can do to protect you. The elders have agreed to let you remain like this, but when the time comes, we will be the ones to deal with the consequences."
"What does that mean?"
"It means at least we will be the ones to end your life," Vale said, as though it was somehow a positive thing.
"That offers me little comfort, Vale," Borrican told her.
"I know," she said with a frown. "Among dragons, it might, but you are a dragon of Kandara and your ways are different from those of the rest of dragonkind. It is not as though we would relish such a task, but that you would be among those who are not indifferent to you."
"I suppose it's nice to die among friends instead of enemies," Borrican said.
"The other dragons are not your enemies," Vale said. "They merely do what must be done. It has ever been the case with wildlings."
Borrican understood what she was saying and though he did not like what she was telling him, he knew that she was right. If he had truly become a danger to everyone around him and there was no way to stop him, then it seemed that there was only one thing left to be done.
"Why not just keep me here?" he suggested.
Vale smiled wistfully then shook her head.
"Those chains will not hold you," she said. "You are already powerful, Borrican, and you will only grow stronger."
"Then this is how I am to meet my end, in chains?"
"Sadly, yes."
"No," Borrican said. "I won't let it happen. I will fight it."
 
*****
 
Brian stopped at the split in the passage, curious about where the other two passages might lead. The tournament would not begin for another two days, so he would have ample time to explore the city and gather information, but he decided in the meantime he should probably explore the tunnels under the city in case they might provide him with other ways out of Maramyr in case he ran into trouble. He followed the passage to the right and after walking for a short while he found another door, which opened easily and Brian found himself in a well stocked root cellar. At the far end was an old, stone staircase that had seen better days but was serviceable and he made his way up to the top and carefully opened the door. The pungent smells and rauchous noise of a tavern were unmistakeable and, through the crack in the door, he saw several cooks busily preparing food.
Brian wished there was a way he could find out which tavern it was, but there was no way to get past the cooks without being noticed and one of them was sure to come looking for something in the cellar before long so he dared not tarry. He knew it was early evening, which was likely the busiest time for the tavern, and thought it might be better for him to return late at night, when things would be be more quiet and he might stand a better chance of sneaking in and out of the kitchen. He made his way back through the tunnel and took the one that ran in the other direction and, before long, he found himself at another split, with a tunnel leading left and one leading right. He took the left passage, which also led downward. As he made his way down, he noticed that the air seemed damp and the walls of the passage were soon tinted green with moss and mottled with roots that had wormed their way through the stone.
Instead of a door, the end of the tunnel was like a large version of the stone cover that hid the opening mechanisms on the other doors. Like an illusion cut into the rock, the tunnel opened through a sideways cut and another one right after it that led out to a thick tangle of vines that had overgrown the entrance to the tunnel. Brian pulled a small knife from his belt and cut away a few of the vines, making an opening just large enough for him to pass through and he found himself in what looked like an old shrine of some kind. It too was overgrown with vines and even a few small trees, but at its center was a stone fountain that still bubbled with water, which spilled over its edge and ran down what looked like an old path. 
Brian followed the path and the trickle of water and soon found himself at the shore of a large lake. High above, in the direction from which he had come, he saw the city walls and the palace towering overhead and, further along the shoreline, he saw a small village, with simple wooden docks and dozens of small fishing boats. He made his way back up the path and into the tunnels again, not sure what use he might have for the passage that led to Lake Mara, but he was glad to know it existed. 
He followed the final passage, which led in the direction of where he had seen the palace and he soon encountered another door. It opened easily and Brian found himself in a large, empty, stone room. At the far end was a heavy, wooden door, which he carefully opened and found himself in a stone hallway that was lit by braziers mounted along the walls. He had the distinctive feeling that he as somewhere he definitely should not be, and thought about turning back, but his curiosity got the better of him so he quietly made his way along the hallway, listening for the sounds of anyone who might approach.
At the end of the hall was a wide stone staircase that was well lit with torches and led upward. Since he was fairly sure that he was somewhere underneath the palace, Brian thought it might be too risky to explore any further so he started to make his way back to the passage when he heard a voice through one of the doors along the hallway.
"I can hear you."
Brian froze and gripped the shaft of one of his axes, ready to draw it.
"I know you're there. I can hear you breathing."
Brian cautiously moved closer to the door, resisting the urge to leave.
"Are you afraid?" the voice said with a laugh. "I can do you no harm. You could kill me if you like."
Brian was curious but he waited outside the door, debating whether to open it or not.
"I could yell," the voice said. "I could yell and bring down the guards. Then Cerric and his mages would search and he would know someone has been sneaking around the dungeons. Do you want me to yell? I can yell very loud. I can roar."
Brian lifted the latch and slowly opened the door. Inside was a large room that was empty except for a large, angled wooden platform at its center. Laying atop it and bound with chains was some kind of creature, the likes of which Brian had never seen before, but he heard stories. He entered the room and slowly walked toward it and he noticed a large table next to the platform, covered with cruel looking metal instruments, all of them covered in blood.
"That's it," the creature said. "Come closer and see what he has done to me, and don't worry. I can hear the guards and the mages and even Cerric. I will tell you if they are coming."
"You are one of those Darga, a lizard man," Brian said.
"No," he said with a laugh. "I am not a Darga, though perhaps that is what I have become. Tell me, what do I look like? I cannot tell, for my eyes have been taken from me."
As he drew closer, Brian saw the dried and crusted blood on the creature's eyes and the dark stains of blood that ran from the platform to the floor. Strangely, other than the creature's eyes, he did not appear to be injured, despite the copious amounts of dried blood.
"Have others been tortured here?" Brian asked.
"Why would you say that?"
"These tools, and the blood," Brian said.
"No, it is all mine. You see, I heal very quickly thanks to my curse."
"Curse?"
"The curse of the beast, the creature that I am becoming. Tell me what you see. Tell me honestly. I will not take offense to honest words, and I will know if you are speaking truthfully. I have heard enough lies to know the difference."
"I see a creature," Brian said. "You are like a man, but also like a lizard, with black scales on your arms and legs, and with the face of a man but the mouth of a lizard, with pointed teeth and fangs."
"It is as I thought," he said. "Cerric will soon have what he desires."
"Who are you?" Brian asked.
The creature turned his head and, if it were not for his bloodied eyes being closed, Brian thought his expression looked like one of sorrow and a tear of blood slowly trickled down the side of his face.
"I am no one," he said. "I am shame and cowardice and not worthy of the name I was given and to which I was born. Tell me, friend, what is your name?"
"How do you know I am a friend?" Brian asked.
"I know you are not one of them," the creature said. "Perhaps you are not a friend, but you are not an enemy. I can hear it in the beat of your heart and the quickening of your breath. You are not one of them, and you have spoken truthfully. After so many lies, to hear such words, simply spoken in truth, is a gift to me, so I thank you for your honesty, good sir."
"You said Cerric keeps you here," Brian said. "You speak of the king?"
"I speak of the cur, the foul and cruel, lying beast, who is not worthy of a crown, but yes, that is his name."
"Why are you his prisoner? Why does he keep you here and do these things to you?"
"He wants the power I possess," the creature said. "He has taken everything else from me, all with lies, and now he wants this curse as well."
"You said you could tell what is truth. How could Cerric lie to you without you knowing it?"
"It is the curse," the creature said. "Cerric seeks to draw it out of me, and though it is terrible there are some things about it that are useful, one of which is to hear many things and to know when lies are spoken. Cerric does not know of this, but I know his lies, and I hear the lies he tells to others. I can hear him now, speaking to his queen, in a room high above this place. He is lying to her, but she lies to him as well."
Brian was not sure what to think about the king and queen and the things they might say to one another, but he felt badly for the creature, who was trapped here and being tortured by Cerric. He wanted to free him, but doing so would mean jeapordizing his mission and, unlike the creature, who claimed to be able to sense if someone was lying, he had no such power and it was possible that the creature might also be lying.
"I would like to help you," Brian said. "But I do not know what to do. I am here to learn more about Cerric's plans, nothing more."
"You speak the truth," the creature said. "If you wish to help me, you will kill me. That would be the greatest thing you could do."
"I cannot kill you," Brian said. "I would not."
"That is unfortunate."
"I could free you, but I do not know what to do after that."
"No," the creature said, sharply. "I must not be set free. When the beast grows within me, I am a danger to all and I would kill you without a thought."
"Then what can I do to help you?" Brian asked.
"Nothing. If you will not kill me, then there is nothing you can do." The creature sighed and Brian thought he saw a faint puff of smoke waft from his reptilian nostrils. "Perhaps I can help you. You wish to learn of Cerric's plans. What would you like to know?"
Brian thought carefully, realizing that if he asked too many questions, the creature could learn more about him.
"What about the war?" he asked. "Kandara has fallen. What does Cerric intend now?"
"He plans to invade the lands of the elves."
"But why return the army to Maramyr? It would be faster to travel directly to Elvanar."
"His army is not strong enough. The elves are fearsome warriors, so he will need fearsome warriors of his own. That is why he holds this tournament, so he can gather the best fighters and make them powerful."
"And what about the soldiers who turned against him?" Brian asked, hoping the creature might mention something about Lord Kaleb.
"They follow the princess of Maramyr, Ariana, the rightful queen. At even the mention of her name and of those who have sided with her, Cerric becomes furious. It is perhaps my only source of amusement, to know how angered he is that she has eluded him."
"And those who have sided with her?" Brian asked. "They are soldiers of Maramyr and their commanders? What do you know of them?"
"Very little, except that they are now among the elves," he said. "Cerric suspects a few of them may come to Maramyr for the tournament to gather information, but he does not seem concerned about it, though I know not why. I can tell you are not one of them, or you would not be asking me such questions though I think they may be your allies. Am I right?"
Brian knew he had already said too much and thought it was best that he take his leave, but before he could say anything, the creature continued.
"You did not like what I just said and you fear I will give you away to Cerric. Rest assured, I will not tell him of our meeting, for I have nothing to gain by it. Cerric will not honor any bargain. Once he has what he wants, he will only ask for more and then he will take what you will not give. If you will not kill me, then please kill him before he makes prisoners and slaves of everyone."
"I do not know if I have the power to do such a thing," Brian said. "But there are many who wish to stop him."
"Good," the creature said. "There is still hope in this world. You must leave now. One of those accursed soldiers is coming to feed me."
"I will speak to others about you," Brian said. "Perhaps there is some way to help."
"Send someone with a sharp knife or a sword, who is not afraid to give me the mercy of a quick death."
"I will tell them what you have said," Brian replied as he retreated to the door. "That is all I can promise."
"Do what you must."
Brian exited the room and quickly made his way back to the safety of the passage. He wondered if he should return to White Falls and tell Jax and Fergus of the creature and the things he had already learned. It bothered him that he had left the creature behind, in the knowledge that Cerric would likely continue to torture him, but there was little he could do. His priority was to find out as much as he could and the thought that some of the soldiers who had fought alongside Kaleb might be in the city, was reason enough to stay and continue learning what he could. He just wished he could do something to help the creature, something other than killing him.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Zachary sat on a rock, watching the dying twilight as it fell to dusk. For most of the day, the two Ansari, the old man and the young woman, had been busy training the young girl named Tash and the lizard creature called Lexi, whom Zachary found to be a particularly curious individual. While Lexi appeared to be having some difficulty with the things the Ansari were trying to teach her, young Tash was taking to it very quickly and becoming quite adept at changing her shape. She had taken to shifting herself into a form that very much resembled the one Kasha had taken during the fight in the desert, though hers was more like a kitten compared to the fearsome cat that the Ansari woman had become and Zachary laughed as the girl prowled around the clearing in her cat form, attempting to roar but only capable of a mewling squeak.
The mage watched as Ashan showed the lizard girl how he could change his body into different things, turning his old, wrinkled arm into one of stone then back again, and he was fascinated by the way the Ansari used the flows of energy, which was different from the way that mages handled their power. Instead of manipulating it as something separate from themselves, as different kinds of energy, their power seemed to be fused with their physical selves, much the way that Aaron's had become when he fought the Ansari leader. Zachary noticed that the power of the two gods, Stroma and Ehlena, was similar though they seemed to have the ability to use their power both within themselves and without. 
From what Stroma had explained, Aaron also had this ability, which set him apart from most mages, and it made Zachary wonder more about the boy, especially considering how interested the dark god, Kenra was in him, and how the others, even Carly, seemed to act strangely around him. Zachary realized that is own power was similar, but he had never given it much thought, since his own training in the arts of magic focused on the outward use of power, which was something at which he excelled. Watching the old man demonstrate how the Ansari manipulated the flows of energy within themselves made him wonder if he too might be able to do such a thing. He got up from where he sat and walked over to the group.
"Zachary!" Tash said, excitedly, shifting back to her human form, but keeping her tail, which she had decided was her new favorite part. "Are you going to learn with us too?"
"Mage Zachary," Ashan said. "Our work here is interesting to you?"
"If you don't mind," Zachary said with a glance at Tash. "I am curious to learn more of your Ansari magic."
"It is not magic," Ashan replied. "Magic is for mages. Ansari simply is."
"I see that," Zachary said. "The way you describe it makes little sense at first, but I think I understand why you say such things. It is like magic in its most basic form, but instead of using it, you become one with it. Am I correct?"
"That is as close a description as I have heard from a mage," Ashan said. "You are very perceptive."
"I am a mage," Zachary said. "It has been my life's work to perceive things, and to understand them."
"That is the calling of those who study magic, but it is not our way," Ashan said. "Our way is simply to know what we are and to be what we wish."
"It is a lot less defined," Zachary said with a nod. "In fact, the lack of definition is the definition."
Ashan smiled.
"One might think you know Ansari, speaking such words."
"One cannot know Ansari, for there is no such thing," Zachary said.
"I don't understand. You speak in riddles. It makes no sense," Lexi said, the frustration obvious in her voice, and Zachary turned to look at her.
"I think that is the point," he said. "It is not about understanding, it is simply a matter of deciding to be something different, while knowing yourself."
"It is one thing to understand Ansari, but another to know Ansari," Kasha said. "You are correct, Zachary, that to know Ansari is to be Ansari, but Lexi is not Ansari, which makes it somewhat more difficult."
"If knowing is being, then what is the problem?" Zachary asked and he looked at the flows of energy within the lizard girl.
"Her power is different," Ashan said. "But it is a power that we know."
"What power is that?" Zachary asked. "I can see the flows of a mage and I can see that her power flows not just within her but through her body as well. Perhaps if you let me compare her power to your own, I could help figure out the problem."
"You ask something that few Ansari would ever grant," Ashan said. "We do not show ourselves except to a chosen few, only the most trusted."
"So you're saying you don't trust me," Zachary quipped, jokingly but he could see that neither Ashan nor Kasha were amused. "I merely jest. I did not know that you were so protective of such things, but I can respect your desire for privacy."
"It is not a desire," Kasha said. "To show your true self to another would allow them to see where you are strong and where you are weak. We may be powerful in our way, but each of us is different."
"As some mages are more adept at certain things than others," Zachary said then he looked at Lexi again. "About the girl, you say she has a power you know. What power is that?"
Kasha and Ashan glanced at one another and Zachary could tell that neither of them wanted to answer his question.
"You Ansari are all about truth and being," he said. "Tell the truth. What is she?"
"She is dragonkind," Kasha said.
"Dragonkind?" Tash said, looking at Lexi. "Dragons are powerful."
"She is and she is not," Ashan added. "That is the problem. She is half human and half dragon, but the dragon within her is incomplete. I believe she was borne of one of these Darga creatures that we have heard of."
"Lexi," Zachary said. "Do you know who your parents are?"
"I do not wish to speak of them," Lexi said.
"Then you do know," Zachary said. "These people are trying to help you. They are willing to teach you things that they do not often share, things that only the truly fortunate get to learn."
"I don't want to learn how to be Ansari," Lexi said. "I only came here to be with my friend."
Tash smiled at Lexi, happy that she thought of her as a friend, but she quietly, listening respectfully as the others continued talking.
"I see," Ashan said with a frown. "I would like to help you anyway."
"Why?" Lexi asked. "Why do you want to help me? Everyone wants to help me. Aaron helped me when he didn't have to. He could have let me die in the fighting circle and then there would not have been all that trouble with the Ansari. Why would he help me? I have done nothing to deserve his help, or your help."
"You say Tash is your friend," Kasha said. "You like her."
"Yes," Lexi said.
"Why?"
"She makes me hate less," Lexi replied.
"You speak truth, but your words are wrong," Ashan said.
"What do you mean my words are wrong?" Lexi asked.
"You do not hate less," Kasha said. "You do not hate anyone here, except maybe yourself. Those things I can see plainly, for it is a power of Ansari to know truth when it is seen or heard, and that is also a power I believe that you have as well. You say Tash is your friend. Is that because you can see that she does not hate you?"
"Yes," Lexi said, her voice quiet and trembling.
"And you do not hate her," Kasha said.
"No," Lexi replied. "I don't hate her."
"It is not simply that you do not hate, you like her," Kasha said. "The reason Zachary wishes to know of your parents, is to understand why you speak the way you do."
"Why does it matter?" Lexi buried her face underneath the cowl of her robe.
"If you saw someone hurt Tash, what would you do?"
Lexi's head snapped up quickly, her expression switching from sullen to something more intense, almost predatory.
"I would kill them," she hissed.
"What if they did not mean to hurt her?" Kasha asked. "What if someone did something and Tash became hurt but the person did not intend to hurt her?"
"I don't know," Lexi said, remembering the ways she had hurt people without meaning to.
"That is something you might think about," Kasha said. "Now, if you saw Tash and she was hurt, but there was no one to blame, what would you want to do?"
"I would want to help her," Lexi said.
"And that is why we want to help you," Kasha told her. "You have been hurt, and we can see that."
"But you don't know me," Lexi said. "Why would you help me?"
"Why would we not?" Ashan asked. "Does there need to be a reason? If you did not know Tash, would you still help her if someone was trying to hurt her?"
"I suppose," Lexi said.
"Then allow us to help you," Ashan said. "Your words are true, but there is much about the world that you do not understand. If you help us understand you, then you will be able to better understand us."
"You wish to know of my parents," Lexi said, glancing at Zachary.
"Yes," the mage said. "Where you are from and who raised you. It would help."
"My father was a Darga. He was called Razak," Lexi told them. "I did not know him, but I killed him and my brother beat me for it then he cut off his head and took it away."
Zachary was shocked to hear what Lexi told them and he looked at the two Ansari, and he could see the flickers of anger in their eyes. Tash was horrified and the mage wondered if it might be better for her not to hear of such things, but he realized that there was no point in her not knowing about the horrible things that happened in the world.
"You did not know him," Zachary said. "Why did you kill him?"
"He attacked me, thinking I was my brother," she said.
"Who is your brother?" Zachary asked.
"His name is Draxis," Lexi said. "And I hate him."
"And your mother, what about her?"
"She is called Calexis, and I hate her too."
"Calexis?" Zachary knew the name. "You speak of Queen Calexis of Xalla?"
"Yes," Lexi said. "She is my mother and she hates me so I hate her."
"She raised you to hate her?" Kasha asked.
"No. I was worthless to her," Lexi said. "The mages taught me things, but I learned most things myself from watching and listening and hearing the lies. There was one mage who was not cruel to me, but he lied about many things also."
"And what about us, Lexi?" Kasha asked. "Do we lie?"
"No," she said. "You do not lie, but you hide things."
"Everyone hides things," Zachary said.
"Who have you killed?" Lexi asked.
"Not everyone hides things that are wrong," Ashan said, glancing at Zachary. "Most people hide things to protect themselves from those who might see their weaknesses and use them."
"Aaron doesn't hide things," Lexi said. "Even when he makes it so people can't see his power, he doesn't hide things."
"He doesn't," Zachary said with a smile.
"Aaron used a different name when he fought in the circles," Kasha said.
"Yes, but he never acted like someone he wasn't," Lexi said. "His words are always true."
"And that is why he is respected by Ansari," Ashan said.
"Then why did the big Ansari want to kill him?"
"Because of the shadow," Ashan said. "The shadow is an old power, one of lies, and it wants to control Aaron and take his power."
"I want to kill the shadow," Lexi said.
"Only Aaron can do that," Zachary said, though he was beginning to wonder if all of the things Stroma had told him were entirely true.
"Can't we help him?" Lexi asked.
"The best way to help Aaron is to become strong, so we can help keep him safe from the one who controls the shadow," Kasha said, and she winced as though she was in pain.
"If the source of the shadow were to be destroyed, would the shadow leave him?" Zachary asked, looking at the two Ansari, and he noticed that Kasha seemed to be a little unsteady on her feet.
"It is possible," Ashan said. "We fought the shadow long ago."
"The dark god, Kenra," Zachary said. "If it is possible, then why was he not destroyed?"
"The elder gods would not allow it," Ashan said.
"That is interesting," Zachary said. "Why not?"
"It is not their way," Ashan told him. 
"It is not their way?" Zachary was surprised. From what he had learned it sounded as though Kenra had no problem trying to destroy the other gods. "He seeks their destruction. Why not return the favor?"
"The younger gods tried, but Stroma and Ayra chose to banish him instead."
"It sounds like they only succeeded in banishing themselves," Zachary said.
"That was part of their agreement with Kenra," Ashan said. "They would leave this world together and put an end to the war between them. Kenra did not honor that agreement."
"And now? Do you think the elder gods, Stroma and Ayra still wish to banish him or are they willing to do what must be done?"
"I do not know the minds of the gods," Ashan said. "They Ayra I knew long ago is gone and the girl who she has become is someone else. Stroma is less than he was in many ways, but he is no less arrogant."
"You are very old," Zachary said. "And very wise."
Ashan raised an eyebrow.
"You are very young to one such as myself," he said. "But you perceive many things, more than should be possible."
"Who is to say what is and what isn't possible?" Zachary said with a grin. "Such thinking does not sound like that of the Ansari."
"Indeed," Ashan said. He was about to say something else when Kasha dropped to her knees then fell on her side. Zachary, Tash and Lexi ran forward and gathered around as the old man knelt down and lifted her head. "Kasha?" 
"I should not have used my power," she said, her eyes shut tight in pain.
"What's wrong?" Tash asked.
"Help me get her back to the shelter," Ashan said. "She must rest."
"Let me do that," Zachary said, gathering his power. He enlarged the magical ward to mask his power, covering half the forest and the mountain caverns where Stavros had built his home then with a snap of his fingers, he transported them all inside.
They reappeared inside the room that Stavros had created in his home for Kasha to sleep in and Zachary adjusted his power to make sure the Ansari woman would already be in her bed. A few moments later, the others appeared, having heard the mage use his power.
"Don't worry, Stavros," Zachary said. "I warded the entire mountain before I did anything."
Stavros was amazed that Zachary could protect such a large area, but he had learned not to underestimate the mage.
"What is wrong? What has happened?" he asked as they gathered around Kasha, who lay in her bed, her breathing short and fast and her forehead looking feverish.
"She is unwell," Ashan said, from the edge of the bed then he looked at Zachary. "It was good of you to bring her here, but please do not use your magic near her again. She must not be exposed to power of any kind."
"I meant no harm," Zachary said.
"And you have done no harm," Ashan told him. "It should not affect her, but she will become more sensitive to such things."
"What is wrong with her?" Lexi asked.
"Will she be all right?" Tash asked.
Ehlena sat down on the edge of the bed and she touched Kasha's forehead.
"She is feverish," she said. "Perhaps I can use my power heal her."
"She does not need healing, and your power will only do her harm," Ashan said. "She merely needs rest. Perhaps it is time for us to return to the desert." 
Zachary looked at the unconscious Ansari woman and, with his power he could see that the old man was subtly feeding energy to her, using it to cover her, to hide something from the others, something that Zachary had already discovered. The mage scratched the scruff on his chin and watched as the old Ansari finished what he was doing.
"Ashan," Zachary said. "When you are near enough, you can see the flows of power within any of us here, even if we try to hide them, yes?"
"That I can," he replied.
"Tell me, who is more powerful, me or this god over here?" Zachary jabbed his thumb toward Stroma, who stood in the doorway to the room.
"Now is hardly the time to pick a fight over such things," Ehlena said, frowing at him.
"I didn't ask you, my dear little goddess," Zachary said. "What say you, old man?"
"I would rather not indulge such questions, Zachary," Ashan said. "If you are looking for flattery or a contest, I suggest you seek it elsewhere."
"Indulge me," Zachary said. "I do not ask out of some idle need to satisfy my own feelings."
"Stroma, the god I once knew, was very powerful," Ashan said, standing from the side of the bed and looking at the god. "This is the same god, and he is very powerful, but he is not so powerful as he was."
"And am I more powerful than the old Stroma you once knew? Who do you think would win in a fight?"
"Zachary, stop this childishness," Stavros said.
"It is a simple question," Zachary said. "Just tell me what you see, Ashan."
"Your power is certainly more destructive, yes," Ashan said.
"Thank you," Zachary said. "That was all I needed to know." And with a snap of his fingers, he was gone, and so was Aaron.
"What was that about?" Stroma asked the old Ansari.
"I do not know," Ashan said. "I do not know the mind of a mage."
Aaron felt himself being pulled away from the room and a moment later he found himself in the forest, with Zachary standing in front of him.
"Son," the mage said. "You and I are long overdue for a good talk, but it seems we won't have much of a chance at that the way things are right now."
"What are you doing, Zachary," Aaron asked.
"It doesn't matter, Aaron. You might not like me, but you don't know me, and that's neither your fault nor mine. It isn't the fault of Stavros or his brother Tarnath either, who it seems did a pretty good job of raising you, maybe even better than I could have." 
"Shouldn't we go back?" Aaron was frustrated that Zachary had chosen this time to talk to him about such things.
"And do what?" Zachary asked. "Kasha needs her rest and you need to focus on learning about your power and driving the shadow from you. You can learn some things from the old Ansari and from Stavros as well. Stroma might teach you a few things, but I don't trust him. As for the girl, Ehlena, she cares about you and would not intentionaly lead you astray, but she's got some ideas floating around in her head that I don't entirely agree with. I think it's the influence of that goddess she has become."
"Why are you telling me these things?" Aaron asked. "I already know that Ehlena cares about me and I don't blame Stavros or Tarnath. Stroma I'm not sure about, but he seems to want to help, and if the shadow will betray me then he is wise to keep some things from me."
"Good," Zachary said. "If things don't turn out, hopefully Stroma and the others will succeed."
"What things?" Aaron asked, getting a sinking feeling in his stomach.
"You'll know soon enough," Zachary said. "Just focus on understanding your own power and don't be afraid to make your own decisions. You have your own life to lead and people you care about. Don't let anything or anyone take those things away from you."
"Zachary," Aaron said. "If you want to talk, then let us talk."
"You are not ready to talk to me, and I am not ready to talk to you, Aaron," Zachary said. "At least not about the things that matter most. Besides, good, bad or otherwise, the things people do mean a whole lot more than the things they might say. That, my boy, is a simple truth I have learned, and the only things I truly regret are the lies I have told myself. Stay true to yourself, Aaron, and you can weather any storm, no matter what the world throws at you."
"What are you trying to say?" Aaron asked, not sure what he was getting at.
"It doesn't matter," Zachary said. "There are not enough words for me to tell you all the things I would like to say, and it would take a lifetime to explain. I only wish your mother could have had the chance to meet you."
Zachary smiled then, with a crack of power, he was gone. Aaron stood alone in the forest, wondering what had gotten into the mage, and why he wanted to say so many things to him all of a sudden. He made his way through the trees and saw Ehlena walking hurriedly toward him.
"Aaron," she said. "Where is Zachary?"
"He disappeared," Aaron told her. "He wanted to talk to me about a bunch of things then he left."
"What did he want to talk about?" Ehlena looked at him almost accusingly.
"He just told me to be true to myself and things like that," he said. "It was strange, like he was saying goodbye." Aaron did not realize until the words came out of his mouth that it was exactly what Zachary was doing.
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
"Cerric!" A loud, thunderous crash was followed by a man's voice, which echoed through the palace. "Cerric!"
The glass of wine Calexis had just placed on the table jumped and smashed on the floor. Whatever was happening, it was powerful enough to shake the entire palace. She exited the royal chambers and made her way along the hallway in the direction of the man's voice, which continued to yell for the king. She emerged onto a gallery that overlooked the wide, main stairs leading from the palace entrance to the royal court and she saw a man, standing in the open foyer below. He wore simple garb, loose fitting leather breeches, a simple shirt and a dark vest that had seen better days. All in all, he looked like a common peasant, except for the fireball that came flying from his hand and smashed into the interior walls of the palace. It was obvious the man was a mage, and a foolish one at that, to come looking for a fight with Cerric.
"Come out you sniveling coward!" he yelled.
"You seek the king?" Calexis asked, and a moment later, dozens of guards poured into the foyer, their weapons drawn and running toward the man, who made no move to run.
Zachary looked up at her, ignoring the guards.
"I seek the coward," he replied. "I presume you are his harlot of a queen?"
"I am the Queen of Xalla and Empress of three kingdoms," she said. "And who are you, who dares address me in such a manner?"
Zachary glanced at the guards, who had now surrounded him and he noticed that most of them had grey skin that appeared to be rotting. Some of them even had bone jutting through their cheeks and jaws, but all of them had steely grey eyes that glowed with power. The mage recognized death magic when he saw it and he knew that most of the soldiers were already likely dead, their life sucked out of them by whomever had cast the spell upon them, and Zachary had very few doubts who that might be. He swiped his hand toward the soldiers sending them hurtling away from him, their armored bodies smashing into ornately decorated stone walls of the vast foyer. With another wave, he sent the rest of them flying, but when he turned back in the direction of the first group, he saw that they had already begun to rise despite the many crushed skills and broken limbs. Zachary looked up at the queen with disgust.
"Calexis," he said. "I am glad to have found you first. I sought to look upon one who would forsake her own, to know the face of cruelty. Such beauty, and yet there is so little behind it."
"You speak nonsense, mage," Calexis yelled. "Who have I forsaken?"
"If you must ask such a thing, then you do not deserve an answer," Zachary said and he called forth a ball of fire and sent it blazing through the air toward her. 
The flames crashed into the gallery, engulfing the place where she stood, but Zachary was surprised to see that she did not move. Instead she walked forward into the flames and leaned over the balcony and smiled at him.
"Your flames cannot touch me, mage," she said. "Your feeble powers cannot harm me."
"No?" Zachary cocked his head and smiled.
He reached out his hand and with his power he gripped the balcony where she stood. With a jerk of his hand the heavy stone slabs and the pillars that supported them violently broke. Calexis tried to run but the floor lurched and heaved wildly underneath her then began to plumment in a flurry of scorched stone, dust and flames. Zachary swept his hands around him again and the dead soldiers flew harder this time, smashing into the walls, their flesh and bones crushed to a pulp.
"What else?" Zachary asked, then he raised his head and yelled once more. "Cerric!"
"Zachary," Cerric said as he walked out from the large doors of the royal court at the top of the stairs. "I wondered when one of you might come to challenge me."
"What madness is this you have wrought, Cerric?"
"What madness?" Cerric looked down at the blood spattered stone walls and the flaming mess of stone where pieces of the gallery had fallen. "The only madness I see is you, abusing your powers and destroying the royal palace. This is precisely the reason the priesthood was created, to keep rogue mages like yourself from running amock." 
As though on cue, tens of black robed mage priests emerged from doorways onto the gallery and a dozen more walked up behind Cerric, spreading out at the top of the staircase. Zachary could feel the enormous amount of power that they held as they called their magic and began hurtling attacks at him. Fire, lightning, black poisonous smoke, shards of metal and darts of poison flew toward him. Zachary fed power into the sphere around him, creating a barrier that he knew should be impenetrable and he swiped the air around him, sending a force of wind back toward the mages along with their attacks. Several of the mages shrieked in surprise as their own magic came back at them, but they too were protected by their own protective energies. Cerric did not move, and though Zachary could tell that he now harbored great power, he did not bother to protect himself from the magics that careened about the vast chamber. A shard of jagged metal flew toward him and he knocked it away with his hand as though swatting a fly.
"Impressive," he said. "I always knew you were powerful, Zachary. It is no wonder that you were the Head of the Council of Mages. Unfortunately, you were also a fool, so it was no surprise when you lost your position and the Council was disbanded."
"It was likely your scheming that caused those troubles, you and that snake, Dakar," Zachary said.
"Ah, yes," Cerric said. "Dakar has long been a faithful servant. I was angry with him when he did not kill you years ago, when he had the chance, but I am glad that he did not, since it will be so much more satisfying to see you die before me."
The mages attacked again, sending all manner of magics toward him. With every attack that hit the protective sphere around him, Zachary felt his power tremble. He was in no danger of falling to their magic, but he did not know how strong Cerric might be with the power of the god within him. Since the Council of Mages was no more and their laws no longer mattered, which was obvious by the stench of death magic emanating from the corpses and the mages, Zachary decided to use something he had learned long ago when he explored those darker powers. He shifted the energy of the sphere around him and began to absorb the pure energy from the attacks, while safely repelling their nature, his own power being fed with every one that hit him as he began to walk up the stairs toward Cerric, who simply watched, seemingly unconcerned.
"I see you have learned a few things," Cerric said.
"You'll find that I have learned a lot more than a few," Zachary said as he began to gather his power, adding the energy of the mages who continued to attack him. He topped the stairs and strode toward Cerric, who folded his arms, arrogantly nonchalant in the face of the mage, who moved toward him. Zachary was only a few steps away when he suddenly stopped.
"What's wrong, Zachary?" Cerric asked with a wide grin appearing on his face.
Zachary's face went pale and his power dissipated. He dropped to his knees and began to choke.
"What is this?" he gasped, his head reeling with nausea and the taste of sickness permeating his senses. Cerric stepped toward him, stopping a few paces away.
"You think I would not anticipate such a trick?" he asked, leaning down and smiling at the mage who looked up at him, his eyes now bloodshot and his face shifting  from pale to a shade that was tinted with sickly purple. "Every mage in this room is an extension of me. I merely have to think something and they do as I command. And every secret, every bit of knowledge they have ever learned is mine for the taking. Do you think you were the only one who explored the darker magics? Your paltry knowledge is easy to see through, mage."
"You are a coward," Zachary said. "You cannot face me alone."
"Why would I bother when my servants will suffice," Cerric said. "And you may call me what names you wish for it matters not. Words like coward or villain have no meaning to me. All that matters is that you will be defeated at my hands and your power will become mine, like so many before you and those who will come after. I must thank you, though. You have provided me with a most excellent opportunity to test this magic."
"What have you done to me?" Zachary choked.
"You wanted power, so I gave it to you," Cerric told him. "Only, the energy these mages use is of a darker kind, something different from that with which you are accustomed." He conjured up a ball of orange fire in one of his hands, then another of some kind of energy that Zachary did not recognize, like the sickly dark color of a bruise tha swirled in his other hand. "You see, power has many forms, many colors, many facets and some combine beautifully, some conflict and create chaos, and others magnify, while there are some that simply consume." 
Cerric tilted his hand and the dark, purplish ball of energy slid over to the fire in his other hand and the two swirled together, doubling in size, and Zachary saw that the darker power overcame the fire and consumed it completely, as though feeding from it. 
"Now do you understand?" Cerric asked with a smile. "Your power becomes my power so easily, and this is a power that can destroy you just as easily as fire."
Cerric threw the spinning ball of purple darkness toward Zachary, but he was surprised when the mage reached up and grasped the energy, holding it in place. He took a step back as Zachary slowly rose to his feet, even though his flesh had turned grey and the energy of death magic coursed through him. 
Zachary reached for the fire that burned deep within him, a power that was so much a part of him, so overwhelming and natural to him, that it had taken him years to even see, let alone master any other kind of energy. It was a power that he had dared not use, except sparingly, for such power unleashed would not be controlled, and the few times he had let it flow within him, had resulted in utter devastation. The dark energy that was eating away at him and flowing through his veins began to burn away as Zachary let the fire of his magic run hotter and the spinning purplish ball he held before him began to swirl with orange and yellow fire.
"Very impressive," Cerric said, taking another step back. 
Both he and the mind of the god within him already knew that Zachary was exceptionally powerful, but very few over the ages had the power to burn the dark power that he commanded. The god, Kroma, was once able to do such a thing, and the elder god, Stroma could resist it well enough, but for a mage to have such power was amazing to behold. Cerric's thoughts whirled in his mind as memories of fighting a dark power shifted to fighting Kroma, which confused him since he was not sure for a moment who exactly he was within those memories. Cerric shook his head, pushing such thoughts away and he focused on the mage, who now glowed with orange and yellow fire as flames engulfed him and burned away the darkness almost completely.
"Your dark power cannot stand the light," Zachary said, more confidently, as he drew yet more power from the depths of energy that lived within him. The mages resumed their attacks, blasting at him now with darkness, which spidered across his flames, eating his energy almost as quickly as the fire burned.
"Where there is light, there is always shadow," Cerric said. "You cannot have one without the other."
"Not when the fire burns true," Zachary said through gritted teeth and drew more power, reaching as far as he had only once before.
The orange and yellow fire that blazed from every inch of him began to swirl in a vortex and Cerric stepped back a little further. He was beginning to feel the strain upon the mages as they continued casting dark energy at the blazing pillar of fire that Zachary had become. He closed his eyes for a moment and began to draw energy from the many mages who were not already at the palace replenishing those who were as they redoubled their attacks.
The dark swirls began to overwhelm Zachary and soon, he was completely engulfed in a dark miasma that whirled around him, smothering the light. The palace seemed grey and dark as even the light of the many lamps and torches that hung from the walls was drawn toward the darkness that covered the mage, consuming his power and growing larger. Cerric knew he was taking a risk by concentrating that much darkness, which would only grow as Zachary's energy fed into it, but he was fairly certain his mages could absorb the power, though he could tell that a few of them were weakend to the point that they might not survive. 
He glanced down at the sword on his hip, thinking that it might have been easier to use the weapon on the mage, but Zachary's power was somewhat peculiar in that he was able to affect things at a distance, which made fighting him physically somewhat difficult, even with a weapon, and he had already missed his opportunity, when he had the mage kneeling before him. Cerric reminded himself that he should not hesitate or indulge himself by wasting time gloating, since doing so served no real purpose. Still, it had given him some satisfaction to see the powerful mage kneel before him, with a look of fear on his face, especially considering how Zachary had treated him long ago. To see the arrogant mage, a man who the king had trusted more than his own brother, kneeling in fear and overwhelmed by his power was most satisfying indeed, and to know that Zachary's power would soon become his own made his revenge that much sweeter.
Cerric watched as the purplish black ball of energy tightened and began to solidify, which was something he had not expected. He reached out with his power and discovered, to his dismay, that its energy was disappearing, which was the opposite of what should be happening. With a thought, Cerric commanded the mage priests to stop their attack and he walked toward the egg shaped sphere that now surrounded Zachary and he curiously touched its surface with his hand. Even though he could feel no power emanating from it, its surface was warm to the touch and almost hot and then he saw a small crack appear in its surface. Cerric stepped back from the object and quickly created a sphere of protective energy around himself as the object cracked again and light began to spill from it. 
With a deafening sound, it exploded. The intense blast knocked the many mages from their feet. Even with his own considerable powers, Cerric was pushed backward by the blast and he had to cover his eyes as a blinding, white light filled the vast chamber. A column of white, hot fire blasted upward, smashing through the ceiling and sending chunks of stone and plaster falling around it and the heat that radiated from it began to melt the solid stone walls, some of which burst into flame. Cerric added his own power to the sphere that protected him and felt his mages strenthen their own protections as he released them, but the heat that radiated from the pillar of fire was almost unbearable and Cerric stumbled backwards, feeling a tinge of fear, which was a sensation he had not felt in a very long time. Suddenly, silence.
Cerric drew his arm from over his eyes and saw that the light had gone and the only thing left where the object had been was a glowing circle of molten stone with flames dancing around its edge. He reached out with his power but could not feel even the faintest hint of the power of the mage, not even a trace, and Cerric wondered that the fire might have consumed him completely. It did not surprise him that Zachary would destroy himself, to keep him from taking his power and he cursed the mage for his stubbornness. 
Cerric was irritated at having been denied such power, but he took consolation that Zachary had given him the opportunity to test the magic he had created, and with a few minor changes he was now confident that it would work the way he intended. He glanced around the large open foyer at the destruction that Zachary had caused then he looked up at the starry night sky that shone through the gaping hole in the roof of the palace. No doubt Calexis would have something to say about it, but he imagined it would give her something to do while he was busy with his own tasks. Cerric could sense that she was somewhere among the rubble in the room, and that she was still alive, so he turned and walked away, back through the doors to the royal court and the throne room, returning to his plans.
On a lower balcony, Calexis pushed herself out from under the heavy chunks of stone and plaster that had fallen on top of her. Her body was badly bruised and cut in a number of places, and not only was she was covered in dust and soot but the dress she had worn was charred almost completely to ash. She reached up to smooth her hair, which she knew must look a mess and it fell away, having been burned away. The stink of it wafted at her touch and spat upon the ground, furious at the mage, who would come into her palace and attack her, and angry that Cerric had not even bothered to help her out of the rubble. 
As though hearing her thoughts, one of the black robed mage priests approached as Calexis stepped over the uneven chunks of stone. He reached out a hand to help her, but she batted his hand away. 
"Don't touch me," she said as she pushed past him but she caught the look in the mage's eye. She saw the shift in his gaze and she knew that Cerric was watching her. She scowled at him angrily. "Don't ever touch me again."
*****
 
"What has he done?" Stroma was confounded.
"I did not know what he planned," Aaron said. "He just started saying all kinds of things and then he disappeared."
"I cannot feel his presence," Ehlena said then she looked over at Aaron. "It may simply be that he masks his power."
"Such power in a mage is truly rare," Stroma said.
They had all felt the tremor that not only rippled through the flows of energy in the world, but shook the very earth itself. Even in the faraway mountain where Stavros made his home, they had felt the rumbling of the power that Zachary had released and yet, both Ehlena and Stroma, who were able to sense things at great distance, were sure that Cerric remained, his power unchanged, while Zachary had disappeared.
"At least Cerric did not claim him," Stavros said. "I hope that Zachary is not gone, but it would be worse if Cerric were to possess such power."
"I don't understand why he would he rush off like that?" Ehlena said.
"Zachary has always been rash," Stavros said. "That has always been his way."
"I think he just wanted to protect us," Aaron said.
"Well he put himself at risk," Stroma said. "And if Cerric had gained such a power, then there would be no stopping him."
"Then Zachary was not speaking nonsense when he questioned Ashan?" Stavros asked, looking over at the old Ansari, who sat nearby, quietly sipping at some tea, contemlating all that had happened.
"He did not speak idly," Ashan said. "Aaron is correct. His actions speak for him. The mage wished to protect us, to end the war with the shadow before it truly began."
"But why would he run off like that?" Ehlena asked. "He knew of our plans. Why would he do something so dangerous?"
"I do not presume to know the mind of a mage," the old Ansari said, and turned his gaze back to the tea in his cup, watching the leaves float within it.
Ashan took a deep breath and wished he could say more. He knew why Zachary had left and he found himself intrigued by his resolve and with a newfound respect for the mage. And Ashan knew that the young man, Aaron had within him the potential to be a power far greater even than his father. He could tell that Aaron had not only inherited that power, but also shared his resolve, the measure of which would surely determine what he would become, whether he would prevail over the power of the shadow, which would decide his fate, whether he would become a protector or a detroyer.
 



EPILOGUE
 
 
Jax rode along the forest trail under the starlit sky and marveled at the world. The blinding beam of light that had blasted up into the night only moments ago had truly been a thing to behold. It had lit up the land as brightly as the midday sun, even brighter perhaps, and the trees of the forest had trembled. His horse nearly bolted, but as quickly as it had arisen, the beam of light disappeared once again, and Jax was thankfully able to calm his mount. As he continued on along the trail, he wondered what kind of power might have caused such a phenomenon. Whatever it was, he knew it had most definitely come from the city of Maramyr, which was still over a day's ride ahead of him. Jax nudged his horse a little faster along the path through the shadows among the trees, curious to discover what mysteries he might encounter on his journey, which he knew would surely be an adventure.
#
 



NOTES
 
 
'A Child of Fire' is the fourth book of the 'Book of One' novels, which is anticipated to be a seven book series. The fifth book is expected to be complete in Fall 2013.
 
 
Follow Jordan Baker at Amazon's Author Central:
http://www.amazon.com/Jordan-Baker/e/B00CF9YWR6/
 
Or
 
Visit Electrum Books for periodic updates and information
http://www.electrumbooks.com
 
 
Thank you for supporting the 'Book of One' series and the writing of Independent Authors.
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