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CHAPTER ONE
Stavros walked through the whipping wind, his figure wavering and obscured by the sand that
whirled through the air around him. The circles of Forsina were empty, the inhabitants of the town
sheltering indoors, away from the violence of the storm. The mage felt the change in the air, in the very
fabric of existence, as power flooded over the land like a flood of water, moving fast upon the earth. For
those with the gift of magic, it was like a deafening sound, fearsome and terrible, with energy that washed over everything like a wave, while those without the gift felt only its physical effects, which were terrible enough. Fierce winds scoured the earth and black clouds filled the horizon as Stavros bent down and
touched the stone circle embedded in the sand beneath his feet. 
He had come here, following the faintest trace of magic, or more precisely the absence of magic. 
The few people he had found taking refuge in the taverns of Forsina, where drink remained available, told
him of someone who might be the one he sought. A young man named Antal had recently fought in the
circles and won, a fighter who was evenly matched with one of the favored Ansari champions. The match
had caused quite a stir and the people were able to describe the young man with fair accuracy. Stavros
walked over to the stone at the center of the circles and touched his hand to its rough surface. The names
that had been scratched upon the stone were faded to little more than smudges, the sand of the storm
threatening to erase them completely, but with a gentle nudge of his power, Stavros returned them to what
they were only days ago. He found the name of the fighter that the people of Forsina had spoken about and
he smiled when he saw what was written next to it. Ashford. He was getting closer. 
The storm was growing worse and the mage thought about wrapping his power around himself to
keep the sand from biting at him, but Stavros sensed a few others in the town who were magically gifted, 
who might sense him if he called forth his power too abruptly. Thankfully he kept his power obscured
and, so as long as he did not use it carelessly, other mages would take little notice of him. The art of
obscuration had always been one of his particular talents. There were other mages who were more
powerful that he, but few knew the subtle flows of power as well as he did. It was how he was able to
sense the one he was tracking, for Stavros knew the young man was hidden by a powerful ward, and he
knew that by searching for something that was not there, the traces of absence that only he knew to look
for, he could see what was. His search had been confounded further by the discovery of many things that
were not. It appeared that there were others, things and possibly people, who were hidden in the desert. 
Forsina, it seemed, was a place with many secrets, and while he desired to look into those curiosities, 
further investigations would have to wait until after he had found his quarry. 
The wind rose higher, the sand almost unbearable, choking the air, and Stavros pulled the cowl of
his robe over his mouth so he could breathe more easily. One of the merchants had told him that the
fighter, Antal of Ashford, was traveling on a small ship headed downriver toward the coast. In exchange
for a few coins, the merchant had furnished him with the name of the captain, a man who was rumored to
be a pirate. There were only a few destinations in that direction and Stavros hoped he would finally catch
up to the young man who had eluded him, for their meeting was long overdue. He knew the ship would
likely stop at the small port town where the river spilled into the sea, but it they would tarry long, for
there was nought there but traders and thieves. He had visited the place once, long ago and, while he was
reticent about using his power so near to others who had the gift, he had already lost the trail too many
times, and time was running out. He thought of the port, the docks, the water, and, picturing it in his mind, he slowly gathered his power to him, using only the barest amount needed and focusing his energy on
where he wanted to be. 
Stavros was just about to release the magic that would take him to his destination when a wave of
power rushed toward him, breaking his concentration and dispelling the energy he had so carefully
gathered, and the physical force of it knocked him to the ground. He pushed himself up from the dirt, 
pulled his cowl back over his face and looked to the northeast whence the wave had come, in the
direction of the Maramyrian capital, and he knew something had changed in the world. He was certain
now that the mage priests had done something that affected the entire world. It was too much to hope that
they would have failed, but whatever they had done, for a brief moment, the power they had released also
allowed him to tell where the young man was headed. No longer caring who heard him, Stavros seized his
power and, with a loud crack that shook the earth, he disappeared from the empty circles of Forsina. 


*****
Waves rose and crashed over the stones of the sea break that jutted out from the far point of the
harbor and the roiling waters pulled at the ships moored at the docks of Meertown. Under the blackening
skies, the men and women who made their lives on the sea, hurried about their tasks, dropping tightly
bundled bales of grass over the sides of their ships and secured them against the rise and fall of the
turbulent seas. The dark clouds thundered overhead and crackled with light then the rain began to fall. All at once it came, pouring down upon the already wet wood of the ships and the waterfront, making the
work that much harder for the people of the sea. 
Someone shouted from atop one of the few taller ships still at harbor and sailors began to clamber
down from riggings. In the distance, a mighty wave rose up from the sea, towering above the others. The
word spread quickly and the sailors ran from the docks, moving to the higher ground of the town. They
heard the creaking moan of the heavy wooden ships straining at their moorings from the drastic rise and
fall of the waters. They watched in fear as the wave rolled toward the island. They lamented their bad
luck, being at harbor in such a storm that had risen without warning, and they knew their ships were
doomed. 
Above them, on a nearby street, the rickety wooden door of a tavern flew open and a disheveled
man with long, sand colored hair and a beard that were both streaked with grey stumbled outside into the
pouring rain. He glanced at the sky then took a swig from the round, glass bottle in his hand and walked
down the cobbled street toward the waterfront, pushing his way through the people who had gathered in
despair, watching the storm and the giant wave that had almost reached the harbor. The man stopped and
stared at the wave for a moment then he took another drink from the bottle he carried and raised his other
hand toward the sea. 
The people of the town felt their ears tighten as the pressure of the air around them abruptly changed
and they heard a rushing sound that was followed by a low rumble, like the beat of a drum, only louder
and deeper than any drum could make. From the northeast, a giant wave stepped over the island's sea
break as though it were not even there and as the water dropped before it, it appeared to rise even higher, towering over the harbor and the sailing ships, sure to dash them to pieces. The man spread out his hand
and the muscles in his fingers tensed. The rumbling sound became almost unbearably loud but the giant
wave stopped in place, poised over the town, somehow frozen yet still liquid and the man grunted and his
upper lip twitched as the cobbles beneath his feet cracked. The people who stood nearest him turned to
stare at him in wonderment as he took a deep breath then, with another grunt he pushed with his hand and, 
in the same motion, the wave crashed back out to sea with a thunderous sound. 
The oceans frothed and churned and the people in the streets above the harbor cheered that their
ships had been saved. Those who had seen what the man had done and felt some measure of the power
around him were speechless when he simply shrugged, took another drink from his bottle then turned and
walked away, leaving two marks in the broken stones of the street where he had been standing. The man
pulled open the wooden door of the tavern, paused for a moment and stared at the sea with a frown then
he glanced briefly at one particular man on the street. He was a large fellow with a barrel chest and a
stiff, black beard that jutted out from his chin, and he stood stared back at him, saying nothing. With an
expression that wavered somewhere between melancholy, tired and drunk, the man at the tavern door took
another swig from his bottle then, with a shrug, he went back inside, letting the door clatter shut behind
him. 
The man with the black beard shook his head and headed down to toward the docks, following the
other sailors, who were returning to their ships to see what damage the storm might have wrought. As the
leader, the ruler of Meer Island, Lanos-Meer was grateful to the man who had saved the harbor and the
ships that had been trapped within it by the storm. Many people who might also have been killed or
injured had the storm wave not been stopped. He was grateful, but it irritated him, for the two men did not like one another, and it chafed at Lanos to think that he might now be indebted to him. No doubt, he would
hear about it some day when they came to loggerheads over some issue. 
The storm retreated as quickly as it had come, leaving only heavy rainfall in its wake as the dark
clouds emptied themselves. The seas had calmed Lanos arrived at the docks to find a small ship sailing
into the harbor. It was a ship he recognized and not only was he surprised to see it at Meer Island, but he was amazed that it would have survived the storm, though he knew the man who sailed it and, if anyone
could ride out a storm, it was Malek. Lanos walked out on the quay as the small ship bumped roughly
against it. As was the custom, sailors who happened to be nearby lent a hand, catching lines and securing
them as Malek and his one crewmember tossed them from the ship's rail. When Lanos saw the face of the
person who was traveling with Malek, his already irritable mood darkened further. 
"It would figure you'd bring bad weather and worse company, Malek," Lanos called. 
"Lanos," Malek greeted him as he slid the gangplank down from the side of his ship to the dock. 
"Mark this day as one of the very few times in my long life I am glad to be ashore. There was nothing
natural about that storm." 
"The last swell nearly wrecked every ship in the harbor," Lanos told him. "We count ourselves as lucky as you." 
Malek looked around at the other ships, none of which seemed particularly worse for wear. 
"Looks like you had the luck of the Lady, hereabouts," he commented as he walked down and
grasped his friend's hand. 
"Something akin to it," Lanos replied then glanced up at the woman who was still aboard. "I see you've a passenger." 
"I have two passengers," Malek told him, "and I'll be glad to be rid of them both." 
"That might prove easier said than done. She isn't welcome here. It could bring trouble for you if
folks know you brought her." 
"She paid her fare," Malek said, his eyes staring hard at the other man. "As for the rest, that's your business, not mine." 
"We will see about that," Lanos muttered. "What of the other? You said there were two aboard." 
"Aye, there's a young man, a sword fighter, traveling with her. Good with a blade too, which he
proved at Forsina. Could make a fine addition to a crew, but he's taken ill." 
"We don't need sick men at sea. We need strong arms and stout hearts." Lanos folded his heavily
muscled arms. 
"That I know," Malek agreed. "I'm just telling you what is. What will be is for the gods to know." 
Finished tying off the last of the mooring lines, Carly walked down the gangplank to where Malek
and Lanos were standing. 
"Lanos-Meer," she said. "I see you've kept good care of my island." 
"Your island?" Lanos scoffed. "You haven't lost one bit of nerve these last years." 
"I might have gained some," Carly said. "Are you going to greet me proper or just stand there scowling?" 
Lanos let out a deep breath, unfolded his arms and reached out a hand to the woman who too it with
her own firm grip. Lanos had forgotten how strong Carly was, underneath her delicate appearance and he
could swear she had not aged a day over the years since she had left Meer Island. 
"That wasn't so hard," she said. 
"What are you doing here? You were banished." 
"Until I paid," she said. "I paid. It's done. My debts are cleared and none have rights over me." 
"We'll see what the Council says about it." 
"Will there be a meeting?" Carly asked. "I would welcome it, if it's to happen. By my reckoning, I should have enough on account for a ship, at least a small one." She glanced at Malek, who did not
appreciate the implication. 
"Your business is none of my concern," he told her. "You want a ship, you can get your own. Our business is done." 
"Almost. You'll help me get Aaron up to the inn. Offloading cargo is part of any shipment." 
"Aye, then you're buying me a bottle of sweetwater," he told her. 
"I'll do you one better. I'll get you a room and a bath, though I'd recommend the bath first, lest you give the bed fleas" 
"This passenger of yours," Lanos said. "He's not ill with a plague or something catching, is he?" 
"No," Malek said. "I believe he's got something of a mage about him. Took ill when the storm rolled in and was struck by lightning. It was a damned unnatural thing to see, and should have killed him, but he
yet lives." 
"See that you keep the peace on the island," Lanos told them both. 
"When have I every broken the peace?" Carly asked. 
"Every time you open your mouth," Lanos said then walked away. 
Carly shook her head, annoyed at the man. It seemed that Lanos still held a grudge against her. She
shrugged it off, leaving it for later. For now, she had more important things to worry about. 
"Let's get our passenger onto land," Carly said to Malek. 
"The sooner the better," Malek agreed. "Then I'll take that extra payment you offered and be on my way." 
"You don't want a nice room at the inn?" 
"Nay, I've got my own rooms. Our little business arrangement has afforded me a few luxuries." 
"I never thought I'd see the day when Malek took to land." 
"You'll never see the day," Malek said as he walked up the gangplank. "I took a place only so I'd have a seat on the Council." 
"You never told me you'd joined the ranks," Carly said as she followed him up to the ship. 
"Born of the sea, bred of the sea. It's my right. Besides, you never asked," he said over his shoulder as he pushed open the door to the cabins. 
Between them, with Aaron's arms slung over each of their shoulders, Carly and Malek dragged him
up from the harbor into the town that perched above it. They made it to the door of an inn with a wooden
sign hanging from it that bore a painted carving of a sword and anchor, a fitting coat of arms for an
establishment in a pirate town. Carly reached out her hand and pulled open the wooden door and was
greeted with the familiar smell of sour sweat mixed with sweetwater and stale ale. Shifting herself under
Aaron's arm, which was over her shoulder, she was about to step inside the door when the ground began
to shake. Malek turned in surprise and nearly dropped the unconscious lad's other arm as the air crackled
and a man in a grey cloak appeared out of nowhere. 
"Mages," Malek grunted. "It figures they'd be about." 
Carly felt herself shoved to the side as another man stumbled out from the inn. He reeked of
sweetwater and the bottle in his hand spilled down the front of his shirt as the man took a heavy swig. The man in the grey cloak stared at the drunken man for a moment and a smile of recognition crossed his face, 
but a moment later he was sent flying by a crackling burst of energy that flew from the hand of the other
man. Carly wondered at their bad luck that they had only made it through the storm and lightning to
stumble into a battle between two men who appeared to be mages. It was bad luck that they were fighting, 
for they might be able to help Aaron. 
The mage in the grey cloak slid backwards from the blast of energy that had been thrown at him, but
he did not fall. The other mage took another drink and threw another blast of energy at him, a crackling
burst like a ball of lightning, but the mage in the grey cloak knocked it aside, sending the ball flying
skyward where it lashed out at the clouds. 
"Enough," Stavros said, his voice thundering in the tiny street. 
"What do you want, Stavros? Have you joined the priesthood?" 
"Do you see me wearing robes of black, brother?" 
"Do you see me wearing mage's robes at all?" 
"No," Stavros replied, "but perhaps you should. It seems that your power is not as it once was." 
"Do not test me or I'll quit with the child's play. I told you long ago to leave me be. Now, what do
you want?" 
"I am not here to see you, Zachary." 
"No? Why are you here then?" 
"I am here to see that young man, right there." 
Zachary turned and stared at Aaron, whose unconscious form was draped between Carly and
Malek. He had not even noticed the lad when he had come outside, which was strange since, despite the
endless quantity of sweetwater he had consumed, it barely had any effect on him and his wits were never
dulled by it, so he should have taken notice of not just one but three people, who he had walked right past. 
And yet, somehow he had missed them. He took a closer look at the young man and was surprised to feel
like he was looking away, even though he was trying to focus on him. Even though he could feel no magic
from him, he recognized the effects of such a spell. Zachary gathered the smallest portion of his power
and sent it toward the lad, searching him and discovered that the energy bent around him and flowed right
past, though he did not feel the effect of it. Had he not been paying specific attention to such an effect, he would surely have missed it. 
"Visible yet invisible," Zachary said. "That's one of your tricks, Stavros, if I'm not mistaken." 
"Aye, it is, and it's a spell I've let too long," Stavros said. "It's good that I've found you here. I may need your help." 
"And why would I help you, Stavros?" 
"Perhaps you wouldn't want to help me. I know that, but you might be willing to help the young man. 
After all, he is your son." 
CHAPTER TWO
After days of searching, Nathas had finally been forced to recall his soldiers to Rivergate. Even
though his soldiers were looking for the fugitive, Aaron, who they believed was responsible for the
murder of the princess, he had hoped they would find some sign of Ariana, that she might have survived
the mage's dagger. On the night she had been attacked, by the time Nathas had made his way up the steep
cliffs to the city, Dakar had already left Rivergate, returning to Maramyr to continue the preparations for some ceremony the mage priests had planned that was to take place alongside Cerric's wedding to
Calexis, the Xallan Queen. 
It frustrated the Captain-General, that there was nothing he could say or do to stop the madness
unfolding before him. Cerric was determined to attack Kandara, publicly blaming the mountain kingdom
for a murder in which he himself had likely had a hand, and it was now clear, to Nathas at least, that the
mage priests had played an active role in the plot as well. Still, his hands were tied, and he was duty
bound to command an army that would now pursue a fraudulent war. It did not matter what he knew, for
his hands were also empty of any proof, and without some kind of evidence to incriminate the mage
priests and Cerric, he would likely end up with his head on a pike, or worse, if he spoke up about it. 
The soldiers, along with the people of Maramyr, believed Cerric's story that Ariana had been
murdered by Aaron, her guard captain, in a plot with Prince Borrican, the second son of King Eric of
Kandara. They were thirsty for Kandaran blood and, in the people's love for the princess and anger over
her death, there were few who even bothered to question what they had been told. Nathas felt as though he
was losing his mind, knowing the things he did, while all he could do was play his part in the hope that
something might change, that an opportunity might arise for him to use his position to alter or at least
gentle the course of this river that was rushing headlong toward an unnecessary war, in which many
would die. 
To make matters worse, the troops that had been massing in the mountain passes, were now joined
by divisions of soldiers from the Xallan army. Cerric had ordered that they be seconded to fight under the
Maramyrian commanders, while divisions of Nathas' own troops had been sent to join the main Xallan
forces in the east, which were commanded by Xallan generals. It was an impractical arrangement, for the
mixing of the soldiers made things logistically difficult as the Xallans tended not to take orders except
from their own, but the decision had been made by Cerric and Calexis, as a sign of their bond. It was
political and there was little that Nathas could do about it. The Xallans were eager to fight the Kandarans, blaming them for the burning of their villages in the foothills of the eastern range over the past year, which only whipped up the emotions of the Maramyrian troops who falsely believed that Kandarans had
murdered Princess Ariana. It looked as though the war would be very bloody. 
While it was not a total reprieve, Nathas was relieved when Lord Kaleb finally joined him, 
bringing with him some of his Bordermen, a motley collection of characters who had recently fought with
him against Baron Manfred. The Lord of White Falls was a welcome breath of fresh air amid the dark
soot of the gathering war, and Nathas was glad for a moment to meet with him privately before the fighting
would begin. 
"When do we attack?" Kaleb asked as he sipped at a cup of hot, spiced wine. 
"We have advance troops clearing out the passes of Kandaran patrols and ten thousand soldiers are
already moving through the secondary roads. They should be positioned on the Kandaran side within a
day. I have received reports that our forward scouting parties have already engaged a contingent of
Kandaran soldiers, though there have only been minor skirmishes thus far. The main force will move out
tomorrow so it will only be a matter of days before we take to the field." 
"And what of the Kandarans? What are their numbers?" 
"Conflicting reports. There have been several Kandaran patrols, but nothing sizeable enough to call
an army. One of the black robes, who was acting as an ambassador at the court of Kandara, reported that
there have been political issues with the king, but that several nobles have already begun mustering
soldiers. There will be a fight, but from the sounds of things, we far outnumber them. I would estimate at
least three of ours to every one of theirs." 
"That does not always guarantee victory," Kaleb said, alluding to his own recent victory over
Manfred. 
"Of that I am aware," Nathas said. "We have little knowledge of Kandaran military strength, for we have never been at war with them. What we know is that they do not have many mages, and with the
promise of support from the black robes, we have a clear advantage. Information gathered by Cerric's
spies and the black robes, estimate Kandara's current fighting strength at perhaps ten thousand foot, and a thousand horse, but they are apparently scattered throughout the mountain kingdom, which means we may
not face them directly in the field until we near the crown city. 
"If I were outnumbered, I would fortify the city and attack using smaller numbers using speed to
outmaneuver the larger force. There is a Kandaran Duke named Kaledra who may be able to muster
additional fighters, but a large Xallan force coming over the eastern mountans, is set to deal with him on
the way to meet up with us. The plan for the main army is to take the crown city first, then root out any
remaining groups of enemy soldiers in the Kandaran countryside at our leisure." 
"A siege then," Kaleb commented, taking another sip from his cup. "What do we know about the crown city and its fortifications?" 
"Very little, but Cerric's mage priests assure me that they can take down its walls with their
destructive magics." 
Kaleb looked skeptical. "I wouldn't lay any wagers on that. It's an old city, built in the last age, and from what I have learned about the old places, they weather fairly well." 
Nathas was not sure what Kaleb was talking about, but before he had left Maramyr, he had seen a
demonstration by one of the mage priests, who had blasted a thick stone wall to pieces with a blast of fire so hot it melted the stone itself. He knew mages were powerful, and he could see why, in the days of the
Council of Mages, they had made efforts to remain relatively neutral. The priesthood, however, had sided
with Cerric, claiming he was their new god. Whatever the mages' religious beliefs, they were powerful
and he could not imagine any walls thick enough to survive an attack of that kind. Still, it seemed that
Kaleb had some knowledge of ancient structures, and it might prove useful. 
"When we arrive, I would like for you to survey the Kandaran city and give recommendations on
how to bring down the walls as quickly as possible. I would rather find a quick end to this war, with as
little blood spilled as possible." 
"I take it that you do not relish this particular task," Kaleb suggested, testing the waters. Nathas held his breath pensively then let it go. 
"No. I do not. I have learned a few things of late that give me reason to believe that this war may be a fool's quest." 
"And what things have you learned?" 
"Let us just say that it is not entirely clear who is responsible for the murder of the princess, but it would be foolish to discuss such a thing here." 
"Interesting," Kaleb said with an overemphatic look of mock curiosity. "Who else might have
wanted her killed? Who stood to gain?" 
"Who, indeed," Nathas said, pleased that Kaleb appeared to agree with him. He wanted to say
more, but these were dangerous times and with Cerric's mages and so many Xallans about, there was no
telling who might be listening in on their conversation. "Yet we must fight as we are commanded by our sovereign lord. Thus is our duty." 
"Honorbound we are." Kaleb sighed. "I agree. It would be best that we achieve victory with
minimal bloodshed, but I doubt it will be entirely avoidable." 
"Sadly, that seems to be the truth of it." 
"Truth," Kaleb sniffed as he played with the ring on his finger, caressing its green stone that was shaped like a leaf. "Now there's a word that seems to have lost its meaning." 


*****
The child who had become a girl leapt from the high branch of the tree, falling through the air and
landing nimbly on another branch that bent gently under her weight. She ran down its length and dove
through the air toward another tree, flying toward its outstretched limb and, almost instinctively, her hands reached out and caught the branch. She used its leverage to spring over to another thicker branch and she
walked along the textured surface in her bare feet, the soles of which had grown tough over the days since
her training had begun. 
At first, she had hated the simple shift of fabric she wore, but now she found it almost liberating. 
The simplicity of garb worn by the people of the forest, which allowed her to move freely and feel the
touch of the air, was almost like wearing nothing at all, and it was a sensation of freedom to which she
had begun to grow accustomed. It was certainly in improvement from how she had spent the first few days
in the Elven forest, trapped in the heavy sap of the tree. 
Ariana felt free, running through the trees, even though she knew she was still a prisoner. At least
Keira no longer called her a child, having decided she was at least a girl, which was what the elven
woman now called her. Ariana took a longer stride and jumped from the branch, flitting through the air to
land in the threshold of the hollow that had become her home. 
"The trees whisper to me that you now fly among their branches like a squirrel," Keira said, 
stepping into view from deeper inside the hollow tree. 
Ariana was surprised that she had not sensed the elven woman, that the trees had said nothing of her
presence. She was glad that Keira no longer wore the mask that had covered her face when Ariana had
first met her. It was one thing for the elven woman to sneak up on her or appear seemingly out of nowhere, 
which she would often do, and another thing for her to do it while wearing the fearsome green and copper
mask. It was a tradition Ariana had learned when she was young, that the elves wore masks when facing
their enemies. The fact that Keira had ceased to wear hers was a sign that she no longer considered
Ariana a threat, though she was not sure if the elven woman trusted her entirely. 
She still could not get a straight answer from her as to whether she was officially a prisoner, nor
was she interested in who Ariana was, or that she had family among the elves. Keira ignored her attempts
to explain such things and looked at her skeptically and did not respond to her claims. She had made it
clear that Ariana was not to leave the forest, and that the trees would tell her if she tried. The one time Ariana had strayed a little too far from the hollow tree where she had made her home these past days, 
Keira had shown up almost immediately, and guided her back, and the tree itself had scolded her most of
the night for her disobedience. Despite her belligerence, Keira had taken it upon herself to train Ariana in the ways of the forest, claiming it was her duty to instruct her, that it would be cruel to let her continue to live as a child. 
"I suppose I should consider that a compliment," Ariana replied, sitting down on the edge of the
small bed. Keira leaned against the opening of the hollow. 
"You will now be known as Squirrel," she said. 
"Squirrel?" 
"That is what the trees have said. It is what you are. It was once called Squirrel. It is a good name, small but proud, like you." 
"What does Keira mean?" 
"It is the old word for the shadow under the leaf, a word from the great tree, close to its majesty, 
though not of the tree itself. It is a good name for me." 
"And you chose this name?" 
"Always with the questions," Keira said, with a frown. "No. I did no choose it. It was given to me by the elders." 
"I have a name that was given to me by my elders," Ariana told her. 
"Perhaps, but you do not possess that name here. Such things are not recognized unless the elders
choose. Until then, you will be named as you are called by others. The trees have called you Squirrel and
I think it is a fitting name for one so young." 
Ariana sighed, realizing she was going to get nowhere with the elven woman. 
"Then why did the elders name you Keira, the shadow of a leaf?" 
"I did not presume to ask the elders. They will do as they will." 
Ariana was frustrated at how so many of the things Keira said sounded like they might make sense
to an elf but didn't make any sense at all. Most of what Ariana had learned about elven culture from her
studies had mostly to do with protocols of court and the history of the elven noble houses. One thing she
knew for certain was that he elves had long been known to be fierce warriors and quick to temper, but
they were also contradictory. While the elves preferred to live in their forests, away from the rest of the world, they had been involved in many of the battles of the Great War, and while they were known as
confrontational when meeting an enemy in battle, they also wore masks when they fought, like the one
Keira had worn. They also respected strength and will, which was why Ariana was both confused and
frustrated at the way Keira had been treating her. 
At first, Keira had called her a child and spoke to her as such until she had figured out how to
escape from the sap of the hollow tree. Ariana was stuck inside the tree for over a day, trying to pull free from it and it was not until she had exhausted herself trying to escape that she had finally relaxed and
found that she could hear the tree talking to her. It was a strange feeling, but she quickly realized that the tree was more than just a piece of wood, that it hummed with life and, after a while, she found she could
hear it and even speak to it, though it complained at having to use words to speak to her and called her a
child, much the same way Keira did. 
Ariana realized that the trees did not so much speak with words as suggest thoughts, which she
likened to the difference between speaking normally and whispering. Eventually, the tree agreed to let her
go so long as she promised she would do it no harm, and that she would not use her mage fire in the
forest. The tree knew Ariana was being truthful through the strange connection it had made with her, one
that she discovered she now shared with all the trees and, in delight, she had met many of them during her
journeys among the branches. It had become a joy to visit so many of them, even if it was just to touch
them briefly as she explored the nearby forest, and she tried not to get too upset that they still treated her like she was a child. They were trees, after all, and she understood that they did not mean anything by it. 
Keira, on the other hand, frustrated Ariana to no end, and she had not made up her mind whether she
should consider the elven woman a friend or not. Keira had been pleased that Ariana had convinced the
tree to let her go and deemed it proof she was no longer a child. Now, she simply called her girl as though that was some kind of improvement, and had decided that Ariana should learn how to travel the forest
properly if she was to ever amount to anything. Since she had no idea where she was and realized that she
truly was at the mercy of the elven woman and possibly even the trees themselves, she decided to go
along with what Keira wanted her to do, which was mostly a form of training. 
At first, the idea of running and leaping among the branches of the great trees had seemed a little
dangerous, but once she had felt the trees with her bare feet, she realized she could sense where they were all around her, even without touching them. It was easy to fly from branch to branch, once she could feel
where they were, and she suppose it as much like the way squirrels ran among the branches, but now, 
Keira had decided to call her Squirrel, which seemed like lesser than being called girl, but Keira seemed
to think it was an improvement, and had only given her a new name because she had shown that she was
learning. Still, it irritated her that she would not simply call her by her real name. 
"I don't understand," Ariana said, giving up on trying to figure it out. 
"You do not understand why you are called Squirrel? Perhaps you are still a child." 
"No," Ariana said, worried the woman would reduce her to child status again. "I understand why you have now named me Squirrel. Thank you for the name, or I suppose I should thank the trees. They do
have a sense of humor. I just don't understand why it matters." 
"It doesn't matter." 
"What do you mean? It doesn't matter?" 
"You are who you are, are you not?" 
Ariana stared at the woman in disbelief. Keira smiled at her with a glimmer of amusement in her
eyes. Ariana had a thousand things she wanted to ask and a few more she wanted to say, but she bit her
tongue. It would only result in more ridiculous talk of names, but she had to say something. 
"Of course, I am who I am." 
"Good," Keira said. "It is important to know such things." 
"So I'm a squirrel?" 
"No." Keira shook her head. "You are Squirrel and you are you." 
"Oh, that makes perfect sense." Ariana could not help her sarcasm but Keira either did not notice or she simply ignored it. 
"I am glad you are coming to see that," she said. "I have been asked to bring you to the center of the rings. It is very strange that the elders should allow one so young to stand among them, but they have
asked and it is their realm to decide such things, so I will do as they ask." 
"And what if you decided not to do as they ask?" In her frustration, Ariana was feeling belligerent. 
"I would not deny them in this way," Keira said. 
"But what if you did?" 
"I would not. They are the elders. They are the light and the heart of the tree and I am but the
shadow cast by a leaf, not a branch nor a twig, nor even a leaf. A leaf does not sway the tree and I am not even that, merely the shadow of the leaf." 
"One leaf might not sway the tree, but the tree does not sway itself. That takes many leaves," Ariana told her, turning the idea over in her mind. "The shadow of the leaf does touch the tree and, depending on where the light falls, the shadow can touch many places, while the leaf itself stays fixed on the branch." 
Keira smiled again, pleased at what Ariana had said. 
"Perhaps you are no mere squirrel, but that will be for the elders to decide. With the coming of
dawn, we will travel to the center of the trees. Take your rest and be ready at first light." 
Keira swung herself out of the opening of the hollow and leapt to a nearby branch, flitting off into
the forest and Ariana lay back on the small bed and sighed. She was not sure how long she had been here, 
but it had been many days since she had awakened in the forest, healed of her wounds, but kept here, 
unable to leave the forest, like a prisoner yet not. She gazed up at the intricate patterns of bark inside the hollow of the tree and remembered how she had been trapped within it, held by the tree itself and now it
seemed like a memory from the distant past. She reached out with her power and felt the tree around her, 
its gentle energy flowing from its roots to its branches. The tree murmured at her power, as though
awakening from a deep sleep. 
"Tree," she said aloud. "Why is Keira so confusing? She speaks in riddles." 
"She speaks in words, as do you," the tree whispered. "Words are riddles enough." 
"Yes, but most of the time the things she says are like riddles. It is as though she wants to confuse
me." 
"Words are riddles," said the tree. "Keira wishes to teach you things that have no words, that is all." 
"What about you? You don't speak in riddles, and you can use words." 
"I do not like words, but they are part of you so I have learned to speak them, just as you have
learned to speak with me." 
"Yes, but why not be plain about things? Why talk of leaves and squirrels?" 
"They are thoughts that contain many words, many thoughts." 
"But why not just use many words? If something is hard to explain, then take more words to explain
it. Don't just say things like the branch has many twigs or the river flows in more than one direction." 
"Words change their meaning. I cannot speak of the river, for I know it not, but a leaf will always
be a leaf and a squirrel will always be a squirrel." 
"But I won't always be a squirrel," Ariana pointed out. 
"Perhaps not, but you are not merely a word, nor are you rooted to the earth. It is your nature to
change." 
Ariana reached out her hand and touched the tree, feeling the almost imperceptible warmth of the
living wood. The tree responded to her touch, vibrating softly, and she felt the gust of a cool breeze rustle its leaves, the gentle sway of its branches, the damp earth nestled around its trunk, the trickle of water
deep underground at its roots. It was always like this when she touched the tree, as though she was
somehow a part of it, connected to its every fiber, and she even felt the cool places where the shadows
cast by the leaves touched the other leaves, the branches and even the rough bark of the trunk of the great tree. 


*****
Ariana was already awake when Keira appeared at the edge of the hollow, early the next morning. 
The elven woman gave her a leather satchel and told her to gather her belongings, for it was unlikely that
Ariana would return to the tree. The clothes she had worn and the jeweled dagger that had belonged to her
mother lay untouched upon the small table where Keira had left them. Ariana folded the dagger into the
blouse that was clean but still torn from where Dakar had stabbed her then she rolled it and the other
articles into the green cloak that Aaron had given her and she stuffed the bundle inside the satchel, which she slung over her shoulders. Keira waited as Ariana placed her hand upon the tree and sent it a warm
thought of farewell. The tree swayed pleasantly to her and told her it would await her return then the two
women leapt from the hollow, beginning their journey across the many branches that reached deeper and
deeper into the vast forest. 
They traveled the better part of the day, stopping only briefly to rest or refresh themselves, and the
sun had already crossed the sky before they neared their destination. The tall trees in the part of the forest where Ariana had stayed with Keira were much smaller than those that grew deeper in the forest. Some of
the branches seemed almost as big as trees themselves and Ariana could barely guess how old they might
be to have grown so large. After a while, they encountered a kind of city that had been made among the
branches, but it was unlike anything Ariana had ever seen before. 
The dwellings looked as though they had been grown instead of built, like they were part of the
trees themselves, except they were made of a combination of wood and stone, each intertwined with the
other, which Ariana found to be both strange and beautiful. She asked Keira about it and the elven woman
shrugged and said that stone was earth as much as earth was stone, and she did not see why such a thing
would be strange at all. Ariana decided that whether it made sense or not, it was the way of things in the
elven forest, where many things were different than the world she had known before. 
As they traveled further into the city, the simple dwellings gave way to more elaborate structures, 
all sharing the same curved and flowing look, though none of them were exactly the same. They also
began to encounter more people, elves going about their business, most of whom looked with interest at
the two women as they passed. A few stopped and stared at Ariana, which she noticed a few times and
the obvious scrutiny made her somewhat uncomfortable. Thankfully they did not stop, continuing at a brisk
pace toward the center of the city in the trees. 
The light of day that flickered through the thick canopy of leaves was starting to fade when the two
women finally arrived at their destination. It was a strange place, where the trees seemed to come
together and stretch upward, towering high above. The way the trunks and branches were arranged
seemed both natural and unnatural and Ariana asked Keira how they had come to grow in such a manner. 
Keira told her the trees had grown as they had been asked, not offering any further explanation. Ariana
marveled at how the giant trunks had created a kind of wall, with the gaps between them filled with a
latticework of smaller branches that looked impenetrable, even to the smallest creatures of the forest. 
Ahead of them, along a branch that was as thick as a road, there was an opening that was large enough fit
a sailing ship through. At the foot of the opening stood a group of elven guards, who wore a kind of light
armor made of a greyish-green metal and matching leather colored in similar tones and worked with
elaborate patterns. They carried bows and long, thin swords that hung in scabbards at their belts. Keira
slowed to a walk and Ariana fell in behind her as they approached the guards. 
"Greetings. I am Keira, and this is Squirrel. We have been summoned to the inner rings, to the heart
of the tree." Keira bowed her head briefly to the guards while keeping her eyes up and Ariana did the
same, remembering at least that much of her etiquette training about formal elven customs. One of the
guards pressed his hand to the wood of the tree that made up part of the portal and his eyes took on a
faraway look for a moment then his focus snapped back to the two women who stood before him. 
"You are expected," he said, nodding politely at Keira then at Ariana. 
"Many seasons to you both," Keira said. 
"And to you," the guards said, both of them now staring at Ariana. 
"Many seasons," Ariana awkwardly repeated the elven greeting as she followed Keira past them. 
The guards nodded at her, but continued to stare, and Ariana hurried after the elven woman, feeling
more and more self conscious and glad to be away from their searching eyes. Her reprieve did not last
long. Inside the portal, there were many more people, all of whom were dressed in much more elaborate
clothing than the elves Ariana had seen in the rest of the city and all of whom stared openly at Keira and
Ariana as they passed. Compared to the elves in the inner city, the two women were very much out of
place in their simple forest garb and Ariana ducked her head, worried that they were also staring at her
face, which she knew was covered with ugly scars from where she had been burned. She had not thought
about the scars on her face for many days, living out in the forest with Keira, but now, under the eyes of so many people and unable to hide under the hood of the cloak that was tucked inside the satchel, Ariana felt
herself shrinking away from them, ashamed at how she must look. 
The buildings, if they could be called such, in the inner city were taller than the ones in the rest of
the elven city, reaching up to the sky above, which was open and uncovered. The last glow of sunset cast
an orange hue among the giant trees, but for some reason, as the light finally fade, it did not grow dark in the city. The white stones that intertwined with the branches seemed to glow with a gentle, white light that illuminated the city. 
Ahead, at the center of the circle of trees that surrounded the inner city was a structure that seemed
familiar to Ariana, though it was as different as the dwellings in the elven city compared to the houses that lined the streets of Maramyr. She knew immediately that it must be the palace, for it resembled her own
palace, with its high walls and its many spires, as though it had been built in a similar fashion even though it was distinctively different, similar to the way cousins or siblings might closely resemble one another, 
yet still be entirely different. Ariana also noticed that, unlike the other buildings in the forest, the palace was made entirely of stone, the same white stone that illuminated the forest. It was beautiful and majestic and, as Keira led her up to its gate, Ariana felt unsure of herself, of whether she should even be in such a place. 
CHAPTER THREE
"What is wrong with him?" Zachary asked. He sat on a stool at the edge of the bed and stared at the young man who lay, barely conscious, inside the room at the inn. The mage had left his bottle of
sweetwater downstairs in the tavern and he wished he had brought it with him, but he knew it would not
help. The countless bottles he had consumed barely scratched the surface of his power, sometimes making
his body wobble and his words run together, but leaving his thoughts unaffected, which made his drinking
something of a futile pursuit. He had taken to drinking to numb himself, to escape from the pain of the
world and the things that had haunted him for so many years, but now, right in front of him, was his life, 
come back to face him in a way that was entirely unexpected. 
Carly returned to the room with a basin of water and several cloths. She walked around to the other
side of the bed and placed the bowl on the table next to it then wet a cloth and touched it to Aaron's
forehead, which was hot with fever. Stavros finished laying a magical ward on the room, one that should
hide their presence from other mages and hopefully would contain any magic they used. At the very least
the spell would quickly dissipate any excess power, sending it out of the room to the ground of the island, much like a piece of metal at the top of a tower would conduct lightning to the ground. Thus far, no black
robes had taken notice of the magic he and Zachary had used, but Stavros imagined that it was only
because they were distracted by their own activities at Maramyr, which he shuddered to think about, and
it was only a matter of time before they would resume their search for the handful of mages who had not
yet joined their ranks. Satisfied that the ward on the room was sufficient, he stepped over to the foot of the bed, and looked down at Aaron's unconscious form. 
"It is my fault. He's under a spell, a ward that I placed on him many years ago, but something is
wrong with it," he explained. "That much I can tell." 
"So, remove the ward," Zachary said. "Will that not remove the problem?" 
"It would if the spell was as I created it. The magic has changed. The ward has somehow become
intertwined with the boy's own power and now I am unsure how to remove it." 
"You set the spell, surely it will respond to you." Zachary looked up at the other mage. 
"Take a look for yourself," Stavros told him, "but be gentle with your power. The ward tightens when it is near magic. That is part of its construction, to better hide him, but it has now become twisted. It has been pushed from within while being pried at from the outside. The spell was meant to be removed
before he came fully into his power, and I made sure to put safeguards in place to prevent this sort of thing from happening but clearly they were not enough." 
Zachary reached for his power, carefully taking hold of only the smallest amount of it, which was
not something he was accustomed to doing. Unlike Stavros, who worked with intricate spells and subtle
nuances, Zachary's natural approach to magic was more direct and much more powerful, the difference
between the two mages being like that of a fine pointed dagger and a large battleaxe. It did not mean he
could not use his powers with subtlety, only that it was not his preference and he was less adept at such
things, just as Stavros was powerful in his own right, for a dagger could be as deadly as any weapon. 
Zachary's eyes darkened to an inky blackness that flickered and glowed with fire and lightning as he
looked beyond the physical realm and saw the seemingly infinite lines of power wrapped around Aaron. 
He recognized the work of Stavros, the mage's signature style worked intricately into the ward, which
was beautifully made and very powerful, and he saw where things had shifted, where they had twisted
into something else. 
"He has been attacked," Zachary said. "Very powerful magic, but from afar, and more than once. 
There are also places where he has tried to break free of the ward, or perhaps his own power has built up
inside and the pressure has caused some damage. This is worse than a bundle of knots." 
"It is, but it is one that must be unraveled." Stavros turned to Carly. "You say he fell unconscious when the storm hit?" 
"He was struck by lightning, sir mage," Carly said, being overly polite in the presence of two men who could probably fry her like a fish in a pan if they chose. 
"Just call me Stavros," he told her. "And that fool of a mage here, is Zachary." 
"Of course, sir mage...Stavros, I mean. It was a thing to behold. One moment he was just fine, 
walking around, helping on the ship, and then the storm came up and the most blinding flash of lightning
struck down from the clouds. It lasted longer than most strikes too. If it had hit the ship, we would have
been lost." 
"Whether it was an attack or just lightning, you are lucky he was with you. It looks as though he
absorbed most of the energy, which appears to be part of the problem we now face," Zachary noted. 
"That was the nature of the spell," Stavros said. "In order to hide him, I had to make sure that he would seem invisible to anyone searching, or even to anyone searching at random. In the years before his
powers truly began to awaken, the ward would simply absorb magical energy and dispel it. To a mage, 
looking at him with his power, he would be all but invisible, but to normal sight, he would appear
physically. In other words, he would look like a person who had no power whatsoever, thus entirely
uninteresting to anyone looking for a mage." 
"Stavros," Zachary said. "Once we remove this spell, you and I are going to have a long
conversation about why you never told me about my son and why you hid him from the world." 
"No, Zachary, we're not. It is a short conversation and I will tell you right now," Stavros said, with an edge to his voice. "If you recall, when you found out about the attack on the family, you went on a rampage and then you disappeared. For years, no one could find you. You will also recall that I did
finally manage to track you down and you would not even speak to me. After that, you completely
disappeared. I didn't even know you were here, on this island, when I first arrived. As for the boy, he was hidden to keep him safe from whoever attacked the family. Most people thought it was his parents who
were the target but, at the time, I was convinced that it was young Aaron they were after, and the more I
have learned, the more I believe it to be true." 
"He was an infant. Why would anyone go after a swaddling baby?" 
"Ask yourself? He has your power, possibly more now that he is older, and from what I could tell, 
he was nearly as powerful as you are, the day he was born. Though his ability was largely dormant, some
people might consider that much power to be something of a threat. You remember how things were. 
Mages were being murdered, assassinated by those who wanted us gone. Wouldn't it be that much easier
to kill them when they are young? Luckily, most mages don't begin to show their abilities until they are
older, but Aaron was like a beacon, too young to be taught how to cloak his power, unable to hide from
other mages, and now we know it was mages who were behind it all, members of the priesthood, rooting
out those they could not control. That was why the ward I put on the boy was such a strong one. It was the
only way to keep him safe until he was of an age that he could be taught." 
"How is it even possible that his powers would awaken so early? Most mages do not come into
their full power until they are of a certain age, usually some time after they start fancying other people
their age and experiencing the urges of the young. I know there have been some who show glimmerings of
power when they are still children, but only moments, here and there, and their powers remain weak until
they are grown." 
"That's the point, Zachary," Stavros said. "He is grown now, and if he was as powerful as you when he was merely an infant, there is no telling how much more power resides within him now. The ward I set
was not meant to stay in place this long. The spell was also suppose to call out to me if something went
wrong, but it did not happen as it should have and, as you can see, it's a mess." 
"Why didn't you track him down? Why not visit the place he was being raised before the ward
became twisted? Why leave it so long?" 
"I have been in hiding, Zachary," Stavros told him. "As I am sure you know, the mage priests have been relentless, tracking the few remaining mages who continue to elude them. And for most, all it has
taken is one look at that infernal book of theirs and they fall under its influence, falling in line and gladly donning the black robe." 
"I have seen the book. It had some power but it was nonsense." 
"Perhaps it could not affect you," Stavros said. He had come to believe that powerful mages might be able to resist the charms of the book. Even so, those mages had gone into hiding, for their numbers
were small compared to the hundreds of black robes who hunted them and few wished to test such a
theory against the power of the book. 
"Fine. I will concede that the priesthood has been a pain in the backside and they do have a knack
for tracking other mages. I have certainly had to teach a few of them to leave me alone. But if he was
hidden by this ward, how did you find him?" 
"I've been tracking him for almost a year, and I had the good fortune to run into a young mage named
Calthas, who discovered the ward, which was only possible because young Aaron sought him out, looking
for help. Luckily, he was not one of the black robes or things could have gone very wrong. I don't know if
you've been paying attention, but the priesthood did something today that caused a major shift in the power of the world." 
"Yes, it was giving me a headache," Zachary said. "I'm glad they've stopped, whatever it was they were doing." 
"Those of us who remain independent have been investigating the priesthood and we believe they
planned to open a pathway, Zachary, to Etherium." 
"What? Why would they do that?" Zachary frowned. The paths to the ethereal realm had been sealed
long ago, and for good reason. Had he known that was the priesthood's plan, he might have done
something about it. 
"You really haven't been paying any attention, have you?" Stavros said, his irritation evident in his voice. 
"No. I haven't," Zachary growled, standing from his chair. "But I might have if I knew that my son was alive." 
"You were gone, and you were raging around abusing your power," Stavros told him sharply. "You do remember that when I tried to talk some sense into you, you nearly blasted me into a thousand pieces." 
"Would the two of you please stow your bickering?" Carly interrupted them. "If you want to have an argument or blast each other to pieces, or whatever you mages do to each other, please do it after you help Aaron and fix whatever mess you created." 
"You're right. This is our mess, and it is our responsibility," Stavros said. 
"True," Zachary agreed and sat back down. 
"The mage I spoke with was able to describe what the ward looked like, a lot of the changes that
had happened to it, and I was able to begin tracking him again," Stavros continued. "I was still a few days behind when that blast came out from the rift the priesthood opened at Maramyr and, for just a moment, 
the lad lit up like a beacon. That was probably when the lightning hit him." 
"Won't that mean the people you were hiding him from would be able to find him as well?" Carly
asked. 
"I don't think so," Stavros replied. "It has been so long that it is unlikely anyone is actively looking for him at this point, though had the priesthood found one such as Aaron, they would have quickly become
interested. Thankfully, very few people even know he exists." 
"I'm his father and I didn't even know he existed," Zachary said, throwing another accusing look at Stavros. 
"You didn't ask," Stavros said. 
"So, where has he been all this time? Living in a cave?" 
"No," Stavros said. "He's been living in a very nice, quiet, idyllic little cottage out in the country, near the eastern borderlands of Maramyr, with my brother." 
"How is Tarnath?" 
"Sadly, he's dead." 
"I'm sorry to hear that," Zachary said, with a frown. "You and I may have had our differences, Stavros, by I always liked your brother. What happened to him?" 
"From the signs I found, he was killed in a skirmish with some of Cerric's men, under the banner of
a petty baron named Mandfred. Aaron would know more about it since he was there, and I believe he
killed the lot of them." 
"He's got a vengeful streak then, like his father," Zachary said. 
"I don't honestly know his character. I've never met the boy, except for when he was an infant when
I set the ward. I didn't want anyone following me to him, so I have kept away at a safe distance all these
years. The few times I spoke with my brother, Tarnath told me he was growing up to be a fine boy, and
the mage who met him at Maramyr also thought him to be honorable, but that's all I know." 
"He's a good man," Carly said, considering what she knew about Aaron. "He's young and maybe a little naive about the world, but he's a good sort. I met him at Rivergate when he was protecting the
princess. That's how we came to be here, running from Cerric's men and those black robed mages." 
"The princess, Ariana? So she's alive." Stavros was pleased to hear it. 
"No," Carly told him. "She was alive at Rivergate, but that mage, Dakar was his name, knifed her and dumped her into the river. I saw it happen, and it was a bad wound, so I figure she's probably dead. 
Aaron says she's still alive, but he's probably just thinking wishes out of love." 
"Aaron and the princess?" Stavros was a little surprised. 
"Well, I'm not sure about that. They seemed very close, but I couldn't tell if they were lovers, and I can usually tell such things. Folks act different when they've shared a night. I couldn't be sure though. 
Aaron's different from most men I've met. He's full grown like a man, but younger in his way, more like a
boy." She turned to Zachary. "You might not know him, but you've a fine son." 
"Well, let's figure out how to remove this ward so we can let the lad speak for himself," Zachary said. Now he was the one getting impatient. "Thank you, for speaking well of him. I am sorry, please tell me your name again, young lady." 
"It's Carly." 
"Carly?" For some reason, Zachary felt like her name was missing something. 
"For now," she replied with a vague smile. 
"Let's see what we can do for young Aaron," Stavros said. 
He took a deep breath and reached out with his power and touched the lines of energy, the intricate
web of magic that was woven around Aaron. Stavros recognized the parts that he had created and, 
fortunately, they still responded to his touch. He focused his will on one of the threads and commanded it
to release. The thread of power loosened and became weaker, but it was almost immediately strengthened
by power that flowed from the other threads that were twisted beyond recognition. He tried again, pushing
with a little more of his magic as he commanded the thread to release and it seemed to dissipate for a
moment but energy leapt from the other threads and regenerated it almost immediately. 
"I see the problem," Zachary said. "It is regenerating itself, almost like a living thing." 
"Yes. It is almost as though the ward is alive." 
"Maybe it is," Zachary said. 
"Maybe it is what?" 
"Alive, after a fashion," Zachary suggested. "You said he had power, even as an infant." 
"Yes, a lot of it." 
"Did you use any of his power when you created the ward, to sustain it, perhaps?" 
"A small amount, yes," Stavros said, pondering what Zachary had asked, then he realized what
could have happened. "His own power may not only be supplementing the ward, but it has taken control
of it." 
"Exactly. If he's had it almost his whole life, his power may have adapted to it, like a tree growing
around a rock or an object of some kind. His power may have also adapted the ward, strengthening it and
entwining itself with it, even if he was unaware of it." 
"Then if he's intertwined with the ward, how do we untwine him? I can't dispel it while it is
receiving enough power to regenerate itself so quickly." 
"If we could drain him of energy, that might weaken the ward," Zachary suggested. 
"But it's the ward that stops him from using his power." 
"But it absorbs power. What if we drain the ward instead?" 
"First of all, draining power is not easy to do. It is one thing to create a spell that can divert or even drain power, but for a mage to do it, that would be something entirely different; it is akin to death magic." 
"I might know a thing or two about death magic," Zachary said, with a dark expression on his face. 
"Death magic has been forbidden for generations." Stavros was surprised that Zachary would have
such knowledge. "You, yourself, spoke against its use many times, and most vehemently, at the Council." 
"Yes, I did, because I learned enough about it to know how insidious it is. It is naked lust, and theft, Stavros. It is a rape of the mind, worse, of a person's entire being, and it has no legitimate cause beyond fulfilling a desire of power for the sake of power. However, there are aspects of death magic that can be
useful, though only aspects. This ward you created even bears similarities to it, though its purpose is
entirely the opposite. I learned death magic then I removed all the books and scrolls pertaining to it from the libraries and locked them away before we even voted to ban its teaching. Even so, it appears this
priesthood that has taken over the world of mages uses a form of death magic. That is the basis of their
religion, that and their worship of this supposed one god." 
"The way the ward absorbs energy might be similar, but it is most certainly not death magic," 
Stavros insisted. 
He was appalled at the idea. No one knew, but long ago, he had conducted his own research into
death magic and what he had discovered had repulsed him. It was beyond theft, and the notes in books by
mages of ancient times considered it to be a form of magic that was worse than murder and rape, for it not
only involved draining another mage's energy, but taking the mage's magical ability as well. Some of the
notes suggested that a person might even lose their personality, the essence of who they were, but most
often it ended in the death of the one whose power was taken. Many years ago, when Zachary was the
head of the Council of Mages, he had both voted, along with most of the other members of the Council, to
ban teaching even the theories surrounding it. One of the mages who had opposed them was Dakar, a
principal of the priesthood, which, when looking back upon it, was no longer surprising. 
"Stavros, I'm not accusing you of using death magic to create this ward," Zachary told him. "I have explored such magic further than most, so I do not stand on high ground, but it seems to be the best
solution." 
Stavros looked at the intricate lines of power surrounding Aaron. 
"So, one of us drains the power from the ward and, at the same time, gets drained of power by the
ward, in the hope of being faster than the power of the ward and having enough power to handle it, while
the other dispels the ward itself. It could work, but if whoever is draining the ward runs out of power
before it is drained completely, then what?" 
"Let's not think about it," Zachary said. "I'll do it." 
"You do realize that when the ward absorbs your power, it might divert it to Aaron, which would
infuse him with more power and cause greater pressure behind the ward. The mage I spoke with said the
ward was already putting him in a great deal of pain." 
"Well, he's already unconscious, so if there is any pain involved, it is probably better that he isn't awake to feel it." 
"Are you sure of that?" Stavros had forgotten how cavalier Zachary could be about risks. It was one of the things that had made him such a powerful mage, but there had also been consequences of a few of
his actions over the years. 
"No, I'm not," Zachary admitted. "I'm not sure of anything, except this young man, who you tell me is my son, which I believe to be the truth for a number of reasons, first among them being that you're a
terrible liar, is trapped inside a spell that has gone horribly wrong and it is already causing him a great deal of pain. We can leave him like he is, which does not look particularly enjoyable or we can try to free him. Does that sound about right?" 
"You have always had a way of making perfect sense while saying very little of meaning and, at the
same time, sounding like a pompous ass," Stavros told him. 
"Thank you. Now, what do you say we give it a try?" 
"And you are fine with the possibility of having your power drained, perhaps almost entirely?" 
Stavros did not want to think what might happen if things went further than that. 
"The day my power is drained by a spell created by you is the day I give up drinking," Zachary
replied, though he was more concerned about the young man who lay before him. 
"May I quote those words to you later?" Stavros could not help but chuckle. 
"No, you may not," he responded with a look in his eye that reminded Stavros of a time, long ago, before the mage had withdrawn from the world. It was good to see a hint of the old Zachary, as arrogant
and obnoxious as he was. "Just be quick about dispelling this ward. If what you said about the priesthood is true, this is not a particularly opportune time to be weakened of one's power." 
"True," Stavros said. 
"Are you ready?" Zachary asked. 
"Whenever you are." 
"Carly, please step back. In fact, it may be best if you leave the room and make sure no one disturbs
us. This may prove difficult for my friend here and it is best that he work with as few distractions as
possible," Zachary said. Stavros did not miss the insult. 
"Yes, it would be very helpful if you could guard the door, Carly," he said. "Zachary's pride and vanity might not survive if a young and beautiful woman such as yourself saw him grovelling on the floor, 
weak as a kitten, berift of his power and destined to waste away while outlandishly claiming that he was
once someone important." 
"I'll leave the two of you alone. Feel free to throw as many barbs at each other as you like, so long
as you solve whatever this ward or spell is that you put on him," Carly told them as she exited the room. 
Zachary smiled at Stavros. "Shall we begin?" he said as he placed a hand upon Aaron's shoulder. 
He focused on the ward itself, hoping to minimize his contact with the power that resided in the young
man, the son he had never met. 
Once he had grasped the threads of energy and was sure of his grip, Zachary pressed with his will, 
sinking his own energy into it, feeling the flow of it move around his own, the current shifting and swirling like what happens when one sets foot in a fast moving river. He felt the power of the ward begin to tug at
him and absorb his energy as the spell activated and he was surprised at how strong was its pull. He
could feel his magic being drained away and saw that it was being infused into Aaron. The young man
stirred a little and looked to be feeling some pain as Zachary took a deep breath and began to pull the
energy from the ward, sucking it toward him, toward the core of his being. The power flooded into him
fast, quickly replenishing that which the ward had absorbed and the powerful rush of it reminded him of
why death magic was so seductive. 
Many years ago, when he had experimented with it briefly, Zachary had tasted the elation of raw
power flowing into him. It had taken every bit of his will to force himself to stop and the other mage who
had agreed to let him test the magic had nearly died and was severely weakened for a very long time as a
result. Even though they had both agreed to it and knew the risks, the other mage had held a grudge against Zachary about it for years. It was entirely irrational, but the mage had continued feeding his bitterness
toward Zachary, and eventually even became an opponent of his on the Council of Mages. Later, that same
mage went on to found the religious order known as the Priesthood. Zachary wondered about his former
friend and pupil, and was both saddened and angered at what Dakar had become and he wondered if it
was time he did something about it. 
"Can you dispel the ward now?" he asked. Stavros reached out with his own power and began to
tug at the lines of power and Zachary saw them begin to dissipate at the mage's touch. 
"Yes," Stavros said. "It's working." 
"Good," Zachary replied, unable to say more as power flooded into him much faster than the ward
drained his own. 
Aaron's power was flowing into him too quickly and it was all Zachary could do to absorb all of it. 
The sheer force of it was overwhelming and he caught a few echoes of the boy's thoughts as well, which
was not a good sign. Zachary worried that if he went too far, he could absorb Aaron's mind and
personality, which was the last thing he wanted to do, but the flow of power was much stronger than the
one time he had used this kind of magic and there was little he could do to slow it down. Stavros had been
right; the boy was exceptionally powerful, made more so by the ward, which had pent up his energy for so
long. Zachary watched as Stavros severed the lines and links of the ward, like unravelling the threads of a tapestry, and it seemed like the process was happening unbearably slow. 
"Hurry up, Stavros." 
"It is delicate work," he explained. "The ward is so intertwined with his power and mind, that if I am not careful, I could harm him." 
"If you take too long, there will be nothing left of him. It is moving fast." 
The grey-cloaked mage looked as his old friend and saw his eyes take on a silver sheen deep within
the inky black pools and he saw sweat beginning to bead on Zachary's forehead. Stavros was so focused
on the threads of the ward that he had not noticed the flow of power between the boy and his father. He
saw the connection between the two at Zachary's fingertips and was astonished at the sheer amount of raw
energy flowing between them. It would be enough to level the entire town and all of Meer Island, possibly
more than once. Rather than worrying about the wisdom of their choice of location to work with such
powerful magics, Stavros focused on the ward and began to cut the lines as quickly as he could. Before
long, he had removed almost all of the original lines and was left with one part that was a tangle of power that had warped into something he barely recognized. Stavros paused for a moment, unsure of where he
should start. 
"Hurry," Zachary said from between gritted teeth. 
Stavros had only once seen such a grim expression on the man's face, the day he had learned that the
woman he loved had died, and he knew they were running out of time. He touched the tangle of power and
pried at it, looking for weaknesses, parts that might not be bound as tightly and, after some prodding he
found one line that looked like it might release some of the others. Stavros dispelled it, but it turned out to be a very small piece and removing it barely affected the rest. He tried another one and it too did very
little to loosen the others. Aaron's body began to shake with tremors and Stavros could see that an
unfavorable pallor had fallen across his face. 
He glanced over at Zachary and saw that he was drenched in sweat and was shaking as well. He
saw the raw power spilling out from him, and the air in the room began to burn with energy. Stavros
quickly dispelled several more lines and stopped short when he found a thread of power that was pulled
from Aaron's own being. Had he dispelled such a flow, he could have done very serious damage to him. 
Stavros carefully dispelled the lines it had wrapped around and finally it let go, receding back into the
boy's core, where it was no longer visible. He dispelled a few more and finally the tangle began to loosen
and the strength of the remaining parts of the ward began to wane either from Aaron's power being
removed from it or from the energy Zachary was taking from it. He could now remove the rest of the ward
without it being drained. 
"Enough," Stavros said. He looked over at the other mage and realized he had not heard him. 
"Enough, Zachary! Release him!" he shouted. Zachary turned to look at him and Stavros saw something terrible in his eyes, a dark look of malevolence that he could only describe as pure hatred and he knew
that the intoxication of power was now consuming the mage. "Let go, Zachary. He is your son!" 
At the last, Zachary's expression gentled and he pulled his hand away from Aaron, stumbling
backwards. Stavros watched in awe as Zachary stood up straight, his every muscle bunched, a vein on his
forehead protruding and his face frozen in intensity. His mouth opened slowly and a rasp of air escaped
his lips. It became a low growl and then rose to a yell and the wooden floorboards of the room creaked
for a moment before Zachary shot upwards, bursting through the ceiling with a crash. Stavros hoped the
man would be all right, but he kept his focus on the knotted lines of energy that were beginning to tighten again now that the power that sustained them was no longer being drained. It appeared he had
underestimated the power of the ward, but at least he was now working with the lines he had created. He
moved quickly and dispelled the lines as fast as he could but only a moment faster than they could reform. 
Thankfully, he was able to keep ahead of them. 
Outside the room, Carly stood guard and heard the rumbling and commotion from inside. After
hearing what the mages had said, it sounded like they were going to work some powerful magics that
were probably very dangerous, so she was glad that she was out here, rather than in there, though she
wondered whether it really made much of a difference. From what she knew about magic, which was
more than she would willingly admit, she knew that either of the two mages in that room could do a lot of
damage, if they chose, which was why she thought it best to make sure that the group of angry pirates who
marched up the stairs of the inn and down the hall toward her did not enter the room. 
"Carly," Lanos said. "What is going on here?" 
"Not much, just a little healing. That's all," she told him. 
"Every pot and pan in the place is boiling over, even the flagons of ale have turned steaming hot. 
The fire in the hearth just shot up the chimney like the breath of a dragon and lightning bolts are jumping between my fingers!" He held up his hand and a spark of energy jumped between his thumb and his
forefinger. Carly noticed that the man's beard seemed to be a little straighter and his hair was sticking up in a few places, despite being slick with grease. 
"Must be leftover from the storm," she told him with a shrug. 
"I'm going to have a word with those mages. We let that mangy mage, Zachary visit the island on the
agreement that he promised not to use his magic hereabouts and he's already broke that promise twice this
day." 
"I heard he stopped a giant wave from destroying every ship in the harbor," Carly said. "Is that true? 
He saved all the ships in the harbor from being turned to splinters. Perhaps it would have been better if
the mage had stood by and let the town and all the ships be destroyed. Seems to me, Meer Island is lucky
there was such a man of power about. Some might reckon you are in his debt." 
The angry group of pirates standing behind Lanos hesitated, their irate expressions turning to
bewilderment. Carly had overheard the story that had been the talk of the tavern when she had run down to
get the basin of water earlier and no doubt the men standing before her had heard it as well. Lanos would
not be dissuaded, especially by the likes of Carly. 
"That's beside the point, there's something going on with that mage and it's causing trouble. Now
stand aside!" 
Lanos took a step toward her but he froze when the sharp tip of a dagger pressed up against his
throat just under his chin. Carly moved in on him so fast he had hardly seen her pull her daggers. She
gestured with the other blade at the other pirates. 
"Go back downstairs, the lot of you," she told them as a loud rumble shook the entire building. "I've no quarrel with anyone here, even this lout, but there's serious business at work here and you'd best not
disturb the mage who saved your sorry hides and your ships this day. You'd be facing him and another
mage just as powerful. You might not think it, but I'm doing you a kindness, keeping you from this door." 
Most of the pirates now seemed unsure of themselves and a few of them looked as though they might
give up on the idea of bursting in on a pair of powerful mages. 
"You're going to regret this," Lanos hissed at her. 
"Not as much as you will if you don't clear off," Carly told him as she spotted Zachary at the end of the hall. She stepped back from Lanos and slid her daggers back in the folds of her clothes then moved out
of the way. Lanos stared at her for a moment, not sure why she had released him, then he heard the
commotion behind him. He turned and saw the other pirates flattening themselves against the walls on
either side of the hallway as Zachary walked between them, his eyes black pools of darkness with flames
flickering in them and his entire body coursing with lightning. The mage stalked down the hall like a
living thunderstorm and, as tough a pirate as Lanos considered himself, as much as he was Meer-tana, the
leader of the pirates of Meer Island, he too stepped aside. Zachary stopped outside the door to the room, 
looked at Lanos for a moment and at Carly then he opened the door and walked inside, closing it heavily
behind him. 
Stavros finished dispelling the last of the ward when Zachary entered the room, his entire being still
charged with power. With a horrific look on his face, he walked toward Aaron's unconscious form and
Stavros worried that the powerful mage might be under some effect of the death magic he had used, that he
might not be himself and could harm his own son. Stavros moved to intercept but Zachary stopped him
with the slightest flick of his finger, sending him across the room and slamming him against the wall, 
holding him there while he reached out and placed his hand on Aaron's shoulder. 
Stavros was awestruck at Zachary's power for he could barely move from within the magical grip
of the other mage. Luckily, he could still use his power to see what he was doing and he watched as
Zachary poured raw magic into the flows of Aaron's own energy. It was almost the reverse of death
magic, but such a thing should not be possible, Stavros thought. Mages could lend one another power, 
which was not difficult to do if energy was given freely, but to forcibly take magic from another required
overpowering a mage's will completely, but the absorption of power once it had been taken was fairly
easy, since a mage instinctively controlled the flow of his own magic. Forcibly giving another mage
power would require matching the flows perfectly and the level of subtlety and detail required was
almost beyond imagining, yet Stavros was witnessing it being done as Zachary returned to Aaron the
energy he had taken from him. Finally, the power began to ebb and Zachary stepped away from the bed, 
releasing Stavros from the wall as he slumped in the chair. 
"I couldn't hold it," Zachary said. "It was too much." 
"He is powerful, your son," Stavros said, walking over to the bed and gently reaching out with his power to check one more time if there were any traces of the ward. 
"He is very powerful. I do not know how he can just lie there, asleep, with such a torrent of energy
at the core of his being." 
"I imagine we'll see when he awakens," Stavros said. "We should be ready for anything. Aaron has been cut off from his power for a very long time and, once he is conscious of it, it may overwhelm him." 
"You're right," Zachary stood and gathered his power. Stavros felt the air crackle again and he was amazed at the amount of energy the other mage still had at his disposal even after what they had just done. 
"Are you holding your true power, Zachary?" 
"Much of it," he replied. 
"I am glad we never truly fought," Stavros told him. Zachary turned and smiled at him. 
"As am I," he said. "It's one of the reasons I left. I feared what I might do if my anger got the better of me." 
"You would not have harmed anyone." Stavros could not believe such a thing, but the former head
of the Council of Mages, who was thought by many to be the most powerful mage who had ever lived, 
turned and looked at him with an expression that was tired and haggard but hid a smoldering fire just
beneath its surface. 
"I was very angry." 
"And what about now?" 
"I am still very angry, but I've calmed down a little. It only took a decade or so," Zachary said, then he turned back to the bed as Aaron stirred a little. "I might be able to handle raw power, but you can see the patterns better than I can. It was always one of your talents. What is happening? Will he be all right?" 
"He seems fine, Zachary," he tried to reassure him, "but we won't really know until he wakes." 
"Should we attempt to rouse him?" Stavros shrugged and Zachary pushed Aaron's shoulder but he
did not stir. "I saw him move a moment ago. Perhaps we should shake him or get some smelling salts." 
"Why don't we just wait," Stavros suggested. "I could use something to eat and I suspect you could as well." 
"But what if he wakes and we're not here? What if his power is too much for him? As you said, he's
been cut off from his magic for too long. What if he can't control it?" 
Stavros smiled at his old friend and sometime rival. Zachary sounded like a new parent fussing
over a newborn, and he supposed that was exactly how the powerful mage felt. It was probably
overwhelming for him to have learned about Aaron this way, almost accidentally, and to go through such a
range of emotions in such short order could not be easy, especially for someone so passionate and
volatile as Zachary. A thought occurred to him, and Stavros wondered at the coincidence of finding
Zachary here on Meer Island, the most unlikely of places, just when a mage of his particular power was
needed. 
"I am sure he will be fine, but we can take turns keeping an eye on him, if you like," Stavros said. 
"Tell me, Zachary, how long have you been at Meer Island?" 
"I come and go," he said with a shrug. "I only come here when I feel like drinking. These pirates don't water their drinks, so it's a better place than most. I arrived last night. Why?" 
"Was there any reason you decided to come here?" 
"No. I just felt like drinking, and I'm starting to feel like it again. What are you getting at?" 
"Perhaps nothing," Stavros said. "Just a curious thought, but it doesn't matter. If you would like to get something to eat or drink, would you like to go first or shall I?" 
"Like I said, I could use a drink," Zachary said then he let go of his power and walked toward the door. He paused for a moment. "Should I have them send up something for you?" 
"Some ale and perhaps a little bread will suffice, thank you," Stavros told him. 
Zachary pushed open the door and walked from the room, discovering Carly, who was still waiting
outside. 
"Is everything all right?" she asked. 
"The ward is gone, but he won't wake up," Zachary told her and continued down the hall. Gone was
the drunken arrogance she had observed in him when she had first encountered the mage, his abrasive
demeanor now sinking into dejected melancholy. Carly entered the room and found Stavros seated on the
chair next to the bed. 
"The other mage said he won't wake," she said. 
"He should recover in time," Stavros told her. "There is nothing wrong with his body and his power is contained. I can sense his mind, but it seems distant, so he is very far away from consciousness and
there is no spell that I know of that can draw him back. We must wait." 
"For how long?" 
"However long it takes, I suppose." 
"Lanos and his gang might not like it all that much," Carly said. 
"Why not? My gold is as good as any," he said and snapped his fingers. Carly gasped when a heavy
looking purse appeared on top of the wooden trunk at the foot of the bed and a heap of Maramyrian gold
coins spilled out of it. 
"You can just make gold, just like that?" she asked. Stavros chuckled. 
"No," he said. "I suppose I could make gold if I really wanted to, but it would be too much effort. I simply called it from another place where I had put it for safe keeping." 
"Is there a reward?" Carly stared at the mountain of gold. Stavros glanced at her. 
"A reward?" 
"Yes, a reward, for getting Aaron here safely and saving him from Cerric's men and that mage, 
Dakar?" 
"I suppose you have been helpful. What kind of reward do you think you deserve?" 
Carly was not sure how to respond. She was used to bargaining for things or working out
arrangements and there was a time when she would have made an unabashed demand for a reward, but
that time was fading. The mage who sat before her was powerful and the gold in the pouch represented a
small fortune, but she knew she had not helped Aaron for money. She was not sure why she had helped
him, except that she had wanted to help the princess and it seemed the right thing to do, that and things had become too dangerous at Rivergate. Still, she did not have to bring Aaron all the way to Meer. They could
have parted ways in Forsian or at the port at the river's end. Carly shrugged, her eyes turning to Aaron. 
"I don't know," she said. 
"Perhaps I can help you. Is there something you want? Something meaningful to you, perhaps?" 
Stavros asked with an amused look in his eyes. 
"Well, I would like to get my ship back." 
CHAPTER FOUR
Cerric opened one book after another, magically flipping through their pages, but he found nothing
of value. All the books the mage priests had collected in the storehouse turned out to be completely
useless for they held no clue to what he was looking for, or more precisely, what the god, Kroma was
looking for. He felt the powerful essence of the god flowing within him and the consciousness that was
not his own gripping his mind, influencing his every thought, like echoes that happened before instead of
after, and there was something else, darker and filled with rage that lived beneath the personality that
threatened to consume him. Cerric was at once terrified and exhilarated at the sensation and he reveled in
his newfound godhood, all the while slipping deeper into the infinite darkness. 
"Can I be of some assistance, your highness?" Dakar asked. Cerric threw the book against the wall. 
"What assistance could you possibly render me, mage?" 
"Perhaps if I knew what it was you were looking for, I could help. There are many mages here who
could join in the search." 
Almost immediately after the ceremony in which he had been married to the Xallan queen and was
inhabited by the god, Kroma, Cerric had begun an intense search of the palace, the armory, the Academy, 
and every book repository and weapons room in Maramyr. The god-king had practically torn apart half
the city looking for something and, whatever it was, he had not yet found it and Dakar could sense the
god-king's frustration. 
"No need," he rumbled. "That which I seek is not here." 
"We have faithfully collected every magical tome from the library and transported them to this
place. That is what you instructed in the holy book, is it not?" 
"Your understanding of the book is rudimentary, mage," Cerric told him. "Do not presume to know my mind." 
"I would never make such a presumption, my lord," Dakar said. "I only with to serve my god." 
"You only seek reward, Dakar. Do not forget, I know your mind and I see your innermost thoughts. 
Though I find it amusing, your playing at humility and servitude is a weak pretence. You seek power, 
something I do not disapprove of, but remember this; your power is mine, and you exist by my grace. Now
quit this sniveling and groveling and embrace your power. Take what power you can, mage, for that is the
way of things." 
"Yes, of course, your highness. I am grateful for your infinite wisdom." Dakar replied. It appeared that Cerric and the god Kroma were one and the same, or at least Cerric spoke the power and authority of
the god, though he noticed a slight difference in his voice when discussing different subjects. When
speaking of matters that concerned Cerric more than Kroma, something about his tone seemed less
threatening, even though Dakar could feel the magical link that connected him to the god, slowly draining
his power and peering into his mind. It was unnerving and it had made him fearful that he, like the other
members of the priesthood, was entirely at Kroma's mercy, but the god had made it clear that he did not
begrudge him power. Dakar also did not miss the fact that the subject had changed, and he remained
curious at what the god might be searching for, but he let it go. There was nothing to be gained in raising the ire of a god. 
"Dakar," Cerric said. "Tell me of the war with Kandara." 
"I dispatched mages to meet up with our troops shortly after the ceremony. They will report soon
with details, but our advanced forces should have breached Kandaran territory. We expected the
Kandarans to guard the passes but there has been little resistance thus far." 
"Interesting," he said, and Dakar once again heard the distinctive rumble of the voice of the god. 
"Kandara is a mighty land, rich in minerals and dark magics. It has been many years since I have set foot upon it. Perhaps we should visit the front, to oversee the war directly." 
"We have made arrangements for a royal escort to leave at your pleasure, your highness." 
"Where is my queen?" Cerric said, his voice that of a man and not a god. 
Calexis had been sequestered there since the wedding ceremony, awaiting the moment when she and
the god-king consummate their vows, and she had been frustrated that Cerric, under the influence of the
god, had almost completely ignored her. 
"I believe she is in the royal chambers, awaiting your pleasure," Dakar replied. 
"Good. It has been far too long since I felt the press of flesh and am in the mood for some sport, and some wine before we travel." 
The rumbling power in his voice had returned and Dakar wondered what might be in store for the
Xallan Queen, whether she would receive the attentions of a man or a god. 


*****
The Maramyrian wine was weak and Calexis wondered if it had been watered. A servant
replenished her cup as quickly as she drained it while she luxuriated in the steaming waters of the bath, 
hoping the heat and the wine would relax her. She had married the king of Maramyr and all that remained
was to consummate the ceremony and by Xallan law, she would become the queen of both lands, an
empress. The only problem was, Cerric had disappeared, neglecting his duty to finalize their marriage by
giving her the pleasure she was due. Of course, Calexis had not expected the ritual of the mage priests to
result in her new husband apparently being possessed by a god, so she had made an effort to be patient, 
but such was not one of her strengths and her anticipation was only piqued by the thought of coupling with
a being of such power. 
She felt it almost immediately, like the energy in the air during the rise of a storm, the power that
emanating from Cerric filled the space around him and it excited her. Her own powers, which had
changed with her Darga transformation, had become more instinctive, more animalistic in ways, and her
senses had become more attuned to many things, especially the power of the god who was now her
husband. She felt his approach, hot and powerful like the flows of molten rock that spewed from a broken
mountain, radiating power from just below its jet black surface. The door opened and Cerric entered. 
Calexis tracked him with her eyes as he walked toward her, his gaze fixed upon her, smoldering with a
fire she recognized. He stood behind her, looking down at her exposed body, spread out beneath the
surface of the water and she tilted her head back to look up at him. 
"Is my husband finally ready to take his lady wife?" she asked, unable to suppress the slight note of impatience in her voice. 
"You are an interesting creature," he said, his voice low with the power of the god within him. 
"As are you," she replied. "Do you think yourself the only one with ambition? We are much the same, you and I. We both seek power and know the joy of it." 
"Of that I have no doubt, Calexis, though your ambition exceeds your reach. You would be wise to
tread carefully with me." 
"Or what?" she asked as she leaned back, closing her eyes in quiet defiance. She would not show
him fear, no matter how powerful he had become. "Will you kill me? What a boring proposition. It would serve no purpose except to make your life less interesting." 
Cerric laughed. This woman was intriguing. He could sense that she feared him, but such feelings as
she had were miniscule in comparison to her towering arrogance. The lustful haughtiness of this queen did
indeed mirror his own ambitions and he knew she would make an excellent companion to him, so long as
she never lost sight of the truth of his power, a force to which she could not even begin to compare. 
Calexis sighed deeply, as one of her hands slid deep into the water between her thighs. 
"If you're not going to kill me, then pleasure me," she told him. "Or did the god take your manhood?" 
Cerric laughed deeply then he reached down and grabbed her by the hair on the top of her head. 
Calexis scrabbled around in the sloshing water, dropping her cup into it as she was dragged from the bath. 
She hissed and struggled as her wet feet hit the cold, stone floor and slid across its smooth, polished
surface toward the bed. She grabbed at his hand trying to stop the pulling at her scalp but his strength was implacable and, a moment later, she was lifted off the floor and thrown onto the vast and luxurious bed. 
Calexis began to laugh as her wet, naked body hit the cushioned surface. Cerric stared at her for a moment
from the edge of the bed then, almost as though he had moved with unnatural speed, he was upon her. She
felt the heat of his power radiating from his body as it pressed up against her and she felt his manhood
pressing insistently at her through the fabric of his clothing as his face brushed up against hers. 
Calexis hissed, her fanged teeth glinting sharply as she reached up and grasped his head, her sharp, 
pointed fingernails that had become almost clawlike, digging into his scalp. She pulled him toward her
with one hand and pressed her full lips against his. With her other hand she tore away his clothes, her
nails cutting through fabric and revealing the heat of his flesh. A moment later, he was within her and her body shuddered as the terrifying power that ran through him as it coursed and pulsed within her. Calexis
wrapped her legs around him as he thrust himself deep inside her and she reveled in the knowledge that he
was hers, and that he was so much more than just a man, or even a king, but she now knew the truth of him
and she felt the power of a god. 


*****
The whole palace shook and the city of Maramyr felt the rumbling beneath the ground. People in the
streets ran for cover, unsure of what was happening, and soldiers readied their weapons, wary of an
attack but Dakar ignored the sounds and tremors beneath his feet, for he knew very well what was causing
the disturbance. He had stayed behind at the Academy library to look over some of the records that were
kept by the librarians and had made a discovery. Someone had altered the ledgers that indicated the
locations and of the many books that were housed in the library and it had been done using magic. Dakar
was surprised that none of the mage priests had noticed the differences when they had begun removing
book of magic from the many shelves, following the wishes of the one god. 
There was something that Kroma wanted, and Dakar was determined to find out what the god was
searching for. Whatever it was, it was important and probably something powerful, for it had something to
do with the third age, which he had surmised from the books the god had already searched. He had
compared the records his mage priests had made of the confiscated books with the ledgers at the library
and though they matched, he had spent much time in the library and knew that books were missing. All of
them pertained to the third age, the time when the gods still walked in the world, an age that had ended
when the gods departed the world for a heavenly realm that some called Etherium, a place to which the
priesthood had opened a portal, allowing their god to return. Dakar knew of the existence of such a place
from his own studies as a young mage, and he remembered mention of it in numerous books in the library
at Blue Island, books that he knew would have copies in the Academy library, but he could no longer find
any of them. Someone had quietly removed every reference to the third age and the heavenly realm of the
gods, and he wanted to know why. 
Dakar made his way to the temple square where the enormous structure the priesthood had built
towered over the aging temples of the old gods and he stopped outside the temple of the god, Kroma. It
had occurred to him, when the god had first appeared, fusing with the body and mind of Cerric, that all
this time the priesthood had been working to glorify a god they believed to be the one and true deity, 
which was what the book had told them, or at least how they had interpreted its messages. 
In their earnest belief that this was the truth, the priesthood of mages had actively discouraged
worship of the old gods, suggesting for years to the people they encountered in their travels that the old
gods had abandoned the world, then, after that idea had taken hold, promoting the idea that the old gods
might have never existed at all. Dakar himself had come to believe the truth of this, feeling the power of
his connection to the Book of One, the link to the god he had worshiped and who now walked in the
world, but the god had revealed himself to be one of the old gods, which created a conflict for the mage. 
If the one god was really the old god, Kroma, then what of the other gods? Did they too exist? 


*****
"You've got some nerve, sailing straight into the pirate's lair," Lanos yelled as the crew of the Al-Andor threw lines to the many pirates that had gathered along the harbor docks of Meer Island when the
ship had appeared. 
The pirates tied off the ropes and the crew of the ship hauled at capstans, pulling the lines tight and
slowly moving the ship closer to the dock. Sten leaned on the rail of the ship and wondered how much
trouble he and his crew might be in, for the man who stood on the raise portion of the docks, along with
the pirate men and women who accompanied him, looked to be well armed and none too pleased to see an
Aghlar ship coming to port off at their dock. 
"You're Lanos-Meer?" Sten asked. 
"Aye, that's me," Lanos replied. "And what fool might you be?" 
"The name's Sten, first mate of the Al-Andor." 
"First mate? And where's your captain? Why does he not speak for the ship?" 
"He's back at Aghlar, we sailed without him." 
"A mutiny then?" Lanos was intrigued. Aghlar ship would be a welcome addition to the Meer pirate
armada. 
"Nay," Sten told him. "Captain Carlis is still our captain. We're just on an errand for the Lady." 
"And which lady would that be?" Lanos asked. 
"You can ask her yourself," Sten said, then he hollered to a few of his crew to extend the gangplank, then he turned to Ehlena. "Are you sure about this? They're pirates, these people of Meer Island, and
they've been our enemies for many years." 
"I will be fine, Sten," she said. "The Lady is with me." 
Sten took a deep breath shrugged, for even though his thoughts told him that it was pure folly for the
young girl to walk down the plank into the crowd of pirates, for some reason he knew she would not be
harmed. Still, there was some wisdom in having some protection. 
"Let me come with you," he said. "Take an escort, just in case." 
"What would you do, Sten? What would an escort do, except cause more problems. If you were to
fight these pirates, they would win for they outnumber us by many. No, I will greet them alone. Do not
fear. Nothing will happen to me." 
"Well, we've come all this way on your say so," Sten said as he scratched his head. 
"Thank you, Sten," Ehlena said and smiled at him then walked over to the heavy wooden plank that
had been extended over to the raised dock. 
Ehlena took a deep breath and stepped out onto the notched wood of the gangplank and walked
toward the motley group of pirates assembled on the other side, their swords gleaming sharp and the
points of their daggers at the ready. 

"Maybe Sten is right," Ehlena said in her mind. "Look at those pirates." 

"I am with you," the Lady replied. "They will know this, as do the crew who have faithfully
brought you to this place." 

"If you're sure. But they look very dangerous." 

"I am sure. I am a goddess, after all, as are you." 
The pirates stepped back as the wind stilled and the cloudy skies above parted and Ehlena walked
toward them, a vision of light, almost glowing in the blinding light that shone from above. Ehlena felt the power of the goddess fill her to the brim, as though her radiant light might overflow and spill out of her. It was a strange and overwhelming feeling but not in a terrible way. She could not help but smile at them, 
for she felt free like the wind in the sky, the kind of strong and goodly wind that would fill the sails of ships and make for perfect seas. The pirates felt it too and they knew that the young woman who walked
toward them was more than just a girl. They put away their swords and daggers and parted way for her, 
all except their leader, Lanos, who struggled to stand his ground, even though something deep within him
responded to the young woman the same way as the men and women he commanded. 
"You are Lanos-Meer," Ehlena said, her voice like a warm breeze, powerful yet playful. 
"Aye," Lanos replied. 
"I ask that you and your people afford safe harbor to the crew of the Al-Andor for they have come at
my request and hold no ill will toward you." 
"Aye, milady," Lanos found himself saying, though he knew not why he did so. The young woman
who stood before him was barely a slip of a girl, yet she had the presence of a woman, the likes of which
he had never before encountered. Something about her made him feel as though he could fly, or sail the
world with perfect winds forever. He tried to shake off the feeling but found himself enthralled by the
girl. 
"Thank you, Lanos-Meer," Ehlena said. "There is a storm coming. In the times ahead, if the seas turn against you, call upon me and I will do what I can to gentle them." 
"Thank you, milady," he said and then he stepped aside as she walked past him and made her way
down from the platform and up into the streets of the town. 
The sky returned to grey but the winds stayed gentle in the island port as the crew of the Al-Andor
worked with the pirates at the docks to secure the ship safely to its moorings. Sten walked over the
gangplank to greet the man named Lanos, who he understood from the second part of his name to mean that
he was the leader of pirate island. 
"She's quite the lass," he said. 
Lanos shook his head and blinked his eyes as though waking from a dream. 
"It's been a strange time here," he said then he looked at the first mate of the Aghlar ship, his gaze regaining its former skepticism. "I can't say I'm pleased about it, but you've got safe harbor." 
"And we're grateful," Sten said. "It was a raging storm we passed through a few days past, with fearsome tides, though the winds were fair to us, despite the rolling seas. We've the luck of the Lady with us, to be sure." 
"Some kind of magic," Lanos muttered. "I've had my fill of it of late. I'll be glad when all these mages and wizard women are gone. Nothing good can come of all of it." 
"You still do not know," Sten observed. "'Twere a blessing you just received, from the Lady
herself." 
"The Lady?" Lanos scoffed. "I don't keep hold to old legends. That girl worked some magic upon me, and used her tricks to make me grant you safe harbor. I know when I've been magicked, but there's
naught I can do about it since I've already granted my word and all my people heard me say it." 
"So you'll honor it?" Sten asked. 
"Aye," Lanos told him. "You've safe harbor, but once you break port your ship will be fair spoils, so you'd better hope she's got fast sails." 
"Oh, the Al-Andor is fast enough, and faster with that girl aboard. With her blessings, there's no
ship that could catch us." 
"I think you'll find the pirates of Meer Island have plenty a fast ship," Lanos told him then began walking away. He glanced over his shoulder at Sten. "Keep the peace in the town and you'll have no
trouble, at least none while you're at port." 
CHAPTER FIVE

Fire. White, hot fire, blazed, setting the world alight and spreading flames of red, blue, orange

and yellow, like the sun, burning everything. Fear. The dark eyes, hateful and angry, silver and black,
reflecting in the cold, sharp steel, afraid as the flicker of doubt was burned to flame. Water. Cool

hands pushing back the heat, the night air soothing as the screams faded into the distance. 

Aaron saw faces in the darkness, silhouetted in the orange glow of the flames. A child cried out

as a woman screamed and men shouted. He did not know where he was, but the man with the dark eyes

was gone and he was no longer afraid, and yet the heat of the flames licked around him, hurting him. 

Loud noises came from somewhere close, pounding then a crack, followed by another. More shouting. 

A face he recognized. Tarnath. He reached out to him and saw his beard begin to smoke. Another

face. No, it was the same. Tarnath smiled at him. Aaron heard other voices, ones he knew, but they

were fading as the light of the fire died away. 

The night was cool and the stars bright overhead. The peaceful rhythm of a horse, riding over

cobbles then pounding softly upon earth. The breeze carried the scent of evergreens, the hint of salt

from the sea, the smell of black earth, the fresh droplets of rain. All was quiet. 

He was in the cottage. It was summer and the night was warm. Fireflies danced among the trees

and a grey owl stared back at him with golden eyes then disappeared silently into the night. He heard

a voice he knew. It was his uncle, Tarnath, talking to himself. Aaron tried to rise but he could not and
he found himself outside, in the darkness, staring up at the stars and unable to move. A shadow drew

near and a flash of cold steel moved in the darkness. Eyes, dark and piercing drew closer. He was

afraid. 

A shout. Warm light and woman's face, one he knew but did not know why. The dark eyes turned

and the woman screamed and ran toward the steel. She reached out and bled from her hands as it cut

her. Another face he knew but did not know appeared. A man with a sword, stepping from the light into

the darkness. The dark eyes turned and stared. The steel was raised high and the woman screamed. 

Fire. 
"How is he?" Zachary asked. Stavros looked up from the book on his lap, an old tome he had been
studying that spoke of an ancient time and pathways to magical realm. Carly, who was sound asleep on the
floor nearby did not stir. 
"The same," Stavros told him. 
"I have tried everything, but he is in a dream that will not end. It only repeats itself." 
"At least we know his mind is still there," Zachary said, trying to sound hopeful. "If we can get him to wake, then hopefully he will be all right." 
"If we can get him to wake, then we will discover if he is truly sound." 
"I'm sure he will be fine. You and I, both, we have been through some trials ourselves. One time I
was asleep for nearly a month after a blast of magic knocked me half way across the land." 
"Yes, but that was by choice, and you blasted yourself with magic, which was somewhat foolish. I
believe I told you that at the time," Stavros reminded him. 
"Yes, you did," Zachary replied. "It matters not. I slept until I had recovered. He will sleep until he recovers. There is nothing wrong with him." 
"That is something we will discover if he wakes." 
Zachary frowned. Over the past few days, he had spent most of his time either in the room or down
at the tavern. His own room had barely been used since he could not sleep at all. It was useless for him to hover around constantly so he had tried to relax by drinking more of the pirates' sweetwater, the strong
drink favored by the people of the sea, but whatever weak effects it previously had on his mage's
constitution were now barely noticeable as his tense energy burned it away faster than he could consume
it. 
The girl, Carly, had taken to sleeping in the room as well and lay asleep on a bedroll on the floor. 
Apparently she had history of some kind with the pirates of Meer Island and they were at odds over
something, The last time she had ventured down to the tavern for any length of time, a fight had broken out between her and some of the pirates who were part of Lanos-Meer's contingent and Zachary had been
forced to intervene. While they had previously ignored him, now that they knew of his power, the pirates
gave him a wide berth, not wanting to test him. 
Since they had ample time to talk, and once their tempers had cooled, Stavros had filled Zachary in
on the story of how Aaron ended up living in hiding with his brother, Tarnath. As angry as Zachary was
about having missed out on the childhood of his son, he understood the reason Stavros had done what he
had, and he grudgingly admitted that the grey-cloaked mage had, in fact, attempted to speak with him, at
real risk to his own life. Zachary had not been a reasonable man to deal with after the death of the woman
he loved and, in his grief, did some terrible things before he finally retreated from the world, 
disappearing almost entirely. 
Only for the past few years had he started to visit places where people lived and, even then, he kept
to out of the way places like Meer Island, populated by thieves and brigands, the sort of folks whose
accidental incineration by an angry mage might be considered by some an improvement to the world. Not
that Zachary had killed anyone, but he had come close a few times, when crossed by those who saw his
unkempt, greasy appearance and smelling of sweetwater and mistakenly thought him to be little more than
a common drunk and tried to take advantage, although, the mage now realized that it was exactly what he
had become. 
After Stavros had completed removing the ward from Aaron's power, Zachary had cleaned himself
up, bathed, trimmed his facial hair back to its former shape and even cropped his long hair back up above
his shoulders. He had even bought new clothes, trading the stained and threadbare tunic and tan leather
pants he had worn for a fine outfit of black and gold, put together by a talented clothier in town, who, 
despite having a flair for the dramatic, had done a decent job. At the very least, Zachary wanted to look
somewhat respectable when his son awoke, even if he himself might not deserve much respect, though he
remained nonetheless, hopeful. 
Carly stirred from her bedroll, opening her eyes and rubbing the sleep from them. Stavros was
where he had been when she had fallen asleep, still sitting in the chair next to Aaron's bed. She looked up and saw Zachary leaning against the wall, dressed in his new clothes and she quickly straightened herself
and brushed the tangle of hair out of her face as she stood. She was about to comment on the mage's much
improved appearance when she felt a strange and familiar sensation. 
"Someone is here," Carly said, although she did not know why or how she knew such a thing. 
Zachary and Stavros both gave her questioning looks then a moment later the air in the room
crackled with power as they gathered their magic, ready for whatever approached, for they now felt the
presence of something or someone powerful. 
There was a light knock at the door to the room. 
Zachary stepped over to it, lifted the iron latch that held it and slowly pushed it open. A moment
later, he stepped aside as a young woman entered. She smiled warmly at him as she walked into the room, 
and she smiled at Stavros as well but she stopped for a moment when she saw Carly. There was a flicker
of recognition in her eyes, and she tilted her head for a moment then she smiled at her before moving on. 
Next, she turned her attention to the bed where Aaron lay, unconscious and she frowned. 
"I see he has not yet awakened," she said, in a voice that sounded both soft and gentle like a summer breeze, yet powerful and unrelenting as gale. 
"Who are you?" Carly asked. 
"My name is Ehlena," she told them, in a voice that was much smaller than it had been a moment
ago. "I am the daughter of King Toren Al-Aran of Aghlar and Lady Elara of the House of Valamyr and I
am a friend." 
"Why are you here?" 
"Aaron saved my life. He helped me once, when I was in need, and I would like to help him now." 
"Curious," Zachary said. "I find myself believing everything you say, yet I trust no one. What are you?" 
"She speaks the truth, but not all of it," Stavros said, his eyes shimmering black with power, but with a warm smile on his face. The grey-robed mage knelt on one knee. "She is the Lady." 
"Rise, Stavros," Ehlena said, her voice registering with power once more. "I do not require
obeisance from those who serve me." 
"Nonsense." Zachary was skeptical. "You are but a girl, yet you have great power about you. How is this possible?" 
Stavros rose to his feet. "I do not know how, only that it is true." 
"You follow your own path, Zachary," Ehlena said, her voice powerful again. "This has always been your way, but you are not alone, for I have seen your joys and your pains and would give you solace
if you so desired it, even though I know you will never accept the gifts that I offer. Stavros has paid
respect to me, and for that we are grateful and give him protection as we are able. Know this, Zachary, 
there is one who seeks your undoing and many who follow him seek this as well. Now that I have returned
to this realm, I might safeguard those who honor me, but those who stand alone must also face the
shadows alone. I do not know your fate, but I can tell you this; the one who seeks you is driven by fear, 
for he knows you are a threat to his design." 
"You speak of this one god that the priesthood follows," Zachary said. 
"I do." 
"Let him try," Zachary said. 
"That is why he fears you," Ehlena told him, with a smile on her lips. "You are powerful, mage, and you have within you great potential, but you must guard against the shadows, for they may consume you." 
"I will try to remember that," Zachary said. "Now how can you help my son?" 
"He is lost within himself. I will call to him. I do not know if he will hear me, for there are those
who choose to remain lost," Ehlena said then she paused and stared directly at Carly for a moment before continuing. "Nonetheless, I will try." 
"What do you mean by choosing to remain lost?" Carly asked. Something about the girl's words
bothered her, but she could not figure out why. 
"I meant exactly what I said," Ehlena told her. "Some choose to lose themselves. The mage, 
Zachary, tried to accomplish such a thing, but it is not in his nature to remain silent. Aaron has been
hidden from himself for so long that he does not know himself and there are things he must face that will
be painful for him. His challenge is very difficult. As for you, Carly, you too are lost. It is a choice you made, but I think you do not remember it. Perhaps, in time, you will, but it is good to see you here, helping this young man." 
"How do you know my name?" Carly asked. "How do you know all of our names?" 
"I now know many things," Ehlena said. "It is a gift, the power of the Lady, or perhaps you would know me by a different name, for I am also called Ayra." 
Carly took a step back from Ehlena and stared back at her with a hint of sadness in her eyes. At the
mention of the name she had spoken, something awoke deep within Carly's thoughts and she found that she
was suddenly very uncomfortable around the girl. 
"I am hungry," Carly said abruptly. "You do whatever you think you can do and I'll be down in the tavern finding something to eat." 
"As you wish," Ehlena told her. Stavros and Zachary traded a look as Carly left the room. 
"I will leave you to this task, Lady Ayra," Stavros said. 
"See to her," Ehlena told him. "There is much trouble with her. I am named Ehlena. My other names are true, but they are not who I am now." 
"Ehlena it is, then," Stavros agreed and bowed his head before turning and following after Carly. 
"I'll stay if you don't mind," Zachary said. 
"Of course." Ehlena smiled at the mage then she sat down on the bed next to Aaron and placed her
hand on his cheek. 

"Can you help him?" Ehlena asked. 

"You can help him." 

"How can I help him?" 

"You are me, and I am you." 

"Okay," Ehlena said. "I don't understand everything you just told those people, but it's true, isn't
it? Everything you just said?" 

"Yes, but I did not tell them. You did. You are me, and I am you." 

"I'm confused. You keep saying that, but I know I am me. You're the Lady, which means you're

you. If that weren't true, then we could not talk like this." 

"We are the same. You need only decide it and it will be so. I have given myself to you." 

"But what if you do things and I can't be me anymore?" 

"I would not do such a thing. You already know that." 

"I know. I just don't understand." 

"You will." 

"All right. What do we...I mean, what do I do?" 

"Call to him. And listen to him." 

"That's all?" 

"There is more, but first you must call to him. Use my voice that is within you, for it is now your
voice. Talk to him, the way you talk to me, the way you talk to yourself, within your thoughts." 
Ehlena was not sure she understood what the Lady was trying to say, but she felt like it made sense. 
The times when the goddess had spoken, she had felt an overwhelming sense of purpose flow through her
and the knowledge of many things flooded her mind, but it was something that just happened, rather than
something she intended. She breathed in deeply and thought about Aaron and she thought about the power
that flooded through her when the Lady did things and within moments the power was hers and she could
feel Aaron next to her, his body flowing with energy, quiet on the surface, but beneath a raging torrent. His energy was different from hers, it felt hot like fire, but also warm like the sun. She tried to call to him. 

The fire burned white hot. People were shouting. A woman screamed. A child cried. The dark

eyes spread shadows but the fire burned them away. The cold steel glowed hot and melted. A man

screamed. The shadows fled. The fire turned to red. 

"Aaron." 

The flames reached higher, burning the sky. The shouting grew louder. A woman appeared. She

reached out and bled as cold steel cut her. A man with a sword appeared and steel met steel. The

shadows choked him by the neck and he fell. The shadows turned. Eyes like coal, coming closer. 

"Aaron, wake up." 

Tarnath walked into the bedroom. 

"I've got something for you, lad. Follow me." 

He followed him outside. His head pounded but the cool, night air was soothing. A gentle breeze

whispered in his ear. 

"Aaron." 

A star glowed red in the sky. It grew brighter, closer, streaking toward him. Tarnath reached out

and picked it out of the darkness. 

"It is yours, my boy. Master the blade." 

He held out a sword with a red stone set into its pommel. 

"Aaron. Wake up." 

He was on his back, staring up at the dark night sky. Stars glittered overhead. Eyes like shadows

appeared. A man, holding a knife sneered at him. The stars faded and the darkness surrounded him. He

tried to move but something held him down. Cold steel touched him. 

Fire. 

"Aaron." 

"Balance, my boy. Balance is everything." 

Fire. 

He was in his bed. His head pounded. So often, it hurt just to think. A gentle breeze danced

through the open window, warm and comforting yet cool and soothing. He closed his eyes and hoped

the pain would go away. Shadows lurked in the corner of his eyes. 

Fire. 

"Aaron." A whisper in his ear. 

"It's safe now." 

He was at the edge of a stream and he heard splashing and laughter. The morning light shone

bright. He saw a girl, the pale skin of her body visible under the water. 

"Come in. It's safe now." 

He looked at the water and he was unsure. He could not see past the surface. There were

shadows, deep down. 

"Aaron," the girl called out to him. "Don't be silly. Come in. It's safe. I won't look, unless you
want me to." 

For a moment, there was a different girl in her place, with dark, tan, skin and sharp eyes. She

smiled and her eyes glittered like the water and the first girl looked at him. 

"It's safe now. I'm here. Come with me." 

He stepped into the water and felt its refreshing coolness on his skin. He floated toward the girl. 

She smiled and ducked her head under the water. He could not see her anymore. Shadows surrounded

him, deep in the water. He felt something, a touch, and she appeared in front of him, surfacing from

the deep. 

"Good morning," she said then she kissed him on the lips. 

He felt her body pressed up against his, warm in the cool water that surrounded them. Her hands

pulled him close to her, her fingers intertwining with his own. 

"It's safe now." 

She kissed him again and they sank slowly beneath the surface and it was not dark in the waters

for the light shone down from above. The waters became the night sky and they were surrounded by

stars. 

"What are you reading?" she asked. 

"Just a book." 

"Leave it. It isn't real. Look around you. Isn't it beautiful?" 

The stars glittered everywhere. 

"There are no shadows here. It's safe now. You are safe." 


*****
Stavros found Carly sitting on a stool by the bar of the tavern. The barkeep had just placed a bottle
of sweetwater and a cup in front of her and he slid another cup across the bar when he saw the mage join
her. Carly poured some of the strong liquor into her cup then handed the bottle to Stavros. 
"It has been many years since I have tasted sweetwater," he said as he poured some in his cup. 
"It's a staple here," Carly said then took a swallow. "Most of the pirates live on the stuff." 
Stavros put the stopper back in the bottle then sipped at his cup. They had spoken a fair amount
while waiting for Aaron to awaken and Carly had told him about how she once had her own ship and
crew but that she had lost it to Lanos-Meer when she had refused to sink an Aghlar fishing vessel during a
raid a few years past. It was part of the new rule Lanos had made when he became the leader of the
pirate, to leave no witnesses to their raiding. Lanos wanted to make Meer seem like a respectable place
and begin trading with the various port towns along the mainland. It was all a ploy, of course, to get the
people who lived on the coast to trust the pirates, to believe that they had become a trading people. 
Meanwhile the pirates would continue to capture ships and plunder, only they would do it quietly. 
On one particular raid of several small trade ships carrying spices and other cargo from the coastal
ports of Ansara to trade with the Aghlar nation, a small fishing vessel that had been blown off course by
some rough weather that had damaged its mainsail, had wandered through the battle between the pirates
and the trade ships. The fishing vessel managed to get its sail back up, and they tried to get away, but not before being spotted by the pirates. Carly's ship, the Maiden, was one of the fastest among the pirate
armada and Lanos ordered her to give chase, which she did. 
The Maiden easily caught up, but that was when Carly and her crew discovered that it was only a
fishing vessel. Even though they had almost managed to repair their torn sail, the crew of the fishing
vessel were in rough shape, low on fresh water and food and the catch they had netted so many days past
that they were beginning to foul. Instead of sinking them, Carly gave them several barrels of water and let them go, honoring the seafaring traditions of aiding stranded vessels. Even though the crew of the Maiden
agreed not to tell the other pirates, shortly after their return to Meer Island, word of what had happened
made its way to Lanos and, as punishment for disobeying his orders, he stripped Carly of her rank as
captain, took her ship and fined her a small fortune in gold before banishing her from Meer until she had
paid back what was owed. 
That had been several years ago, and her life had taken new paths, but she had done what she could
to pay off her debt, for the pirates could have put out a reward on her life if too much time passed without payment and, knowing Lanos, it was very likely that would have been what happened, especially since
Carly was the only person to have disobeyed the lord of Meer Island. 
"You said you wanted to get your ship back, and yet you left the sea for a new life in the mountains," 
Stavros said. "Why return to all this?" He glanced around at the dingy interior of the tavern. 
"I thought I could leave," Carly told him. "I thought if I never looked at the sea again I could change my world and be someone new. I had some more troubles for a time, then I met a kind man and found
some happiness with him, but that ended and, through it all, I never forgot the sea. I realized that any joy I found on the land was empty for me without the sea. I know that now. That's why I want to get the Maiden
back, so I can get back to the sea, to ride the waves and live the life I know." 
"Is that it? Is that what the Lady was talking about? You seemed upset at her words." 
"Upset? No, I just don't like it when people try to pry too deeply into my life. Ayra has always stuck her nose in where it doesn't belong." 
Carly took another swallow of sweetwater then refilled her cup, ignoring the incredulous
expression on the mage's face. Stavros mused about Carly's seeming familiarity with the Lady and
wondered if she realized what she had just said. He took a sip of the sweetwater and caught sight of
Zachary walking toward them. 
"Any news?" Stavros asked. 
"They are sleeping," he said. "I could sense her using some power to try to connect with his thoughts, then it faded. I'm not sure how, but the next thing I noticed, she was asleep right next to him. 
Whatever she's doing, I believe it has to do with dreams. That sort of thing never was my speciality and it is not particularly exciting to watch. I figure he's safe with a goddess taking care of him, so I might as
well join the two of you for a drink." 
"It is surprising," Stavros said as he used his power to lift a cup from behind the bar, "that the gods have returned to the world. I wonder if they truly ever left. Perhaps the histories have not been entirely
truthful. Perhaps they have merely been lost to us." He kept the cup hovering in front of him as he poured as share of sweetwater from the bottle, then he sent it over to him. Zachary shrugged and took the cup. 
"Well, if they cause trouble, we're going to have to deal with them. What I do not understand is this
supposed one god the priesthood has been going on about for so long. If that girl is the Lady, then that
means there isn't just one god and that means the other gods must be lurking around somewhere. I, for one, 
would like to know why don't they just show themselves so we can get on with it." 
"Perhaps they would rather not show themselves," Stavros suggested, glancing over at Carly as he
took another sip of his drink. "Perhaps they are not yet ready." 
CHAPTER SIX
"Are you ready, Squirrel?" Keira asked as she stepped into the room where Ariana had slept at the elven palace. "It is a rare thing to be invited into the home of the elders." 
Ariana brushed her hair forward so it fell straight over her cheeks, covering the side of her face that
was scarred from where it had been burned. The angry red ridges that streaked down from her cheekbone
to her jaw had faded somewhat since she had last been faced with a mirror, but she still hated how it
looked. It was frustrating because one side was normal, like it had always been, delicate, pretty even, she had always thought, and the other was hideous and ugly. She slung her satchel over her shoulder, glad of
its weight, for it at least made her feel as though she were wearing something more than the simple shift
Keira had given her. 
"It is an honor," Ariana agreed then followed the elven woman out of the room and down the
luminous stone corridor. 
They made their way outside to a vast courtyard filled with pools of water surrounding wide
pathways that ran through them. A number of elves, all elaborately dressed with intricately worked
leathers and patterned fabrics, walked along the various paths while others sat casually along the edges, 
their bare feet hanging over the edges or touching the water. Like those that had noticed the simply garbed women who had approached the palace walls the day before, they turned their heads and stared at them as
they passed, on their way to the far end where the steps rose to the main palace. They spoke in low, 
hushed tones, their voices whispering, and Ariana could not help but feel uncomfortable, for she knew
they were talking about her. 
"When you address the elders," Keira said, keeping her voice low, "face them directly. Look them in the eyes so they may see the truth of you. And never look away or they will think you a coward." 
Keira led her up the steps to the palace where they encountered two more guards who opened the
tall doors and admitted them to the palace proper. Inside they passed through a large foyer with another
set of doors and more guards at its end, and into a vast hall. The chamber was made from the same
glowing white stone as the rest of the palace, except every surface of the hall was polished to a high sheen and glistened softly in its own light and the wood that was inlaid with the stone was even more intricate. 
The smooth, stone floor that was similarly worked with wood in a pattern that resembled the roots of a
tree, felt warm under the bare soles of Ariana's feet as she followed Keira toward a dais at the far end of the hall where several people sat upon long, padded benches that faced each other on either side. Each of
the elves wore masks that were similar to the one Keira had worn, though they were of varying designs. 
They turned their heads as the two woman approached. Past them, was another platform, with three
thrones, the largest of them at the center. 
Seated upon the center throne was a woman, dressed in white leather that was worked with silver
inlays and interspersed with sheer white fabric that looked almost translucent. She wore a mask of white
and silver that fitted close upon her face and had two long horns that curled up and back over her head. 
The chair on her left was empty and to her right sat another elf, a male dressed in a metal and leather
armor that, to Ariana, looked too delicate to be practical. He wore a silver mask that had sharply defined
eye slits, the edges of which jutted out from his face, lending an aggressive look to the otherwise
implacable expression of his mask. 
As Keira and Ariana approached the dais and stood at its edge, the woman in the white mask rose
from her seat and stepped forward, walking between the rows of those seated before her, eliciting
murmurs and whispers from among them. She stood in front of Keira and looked down, directly at her. 
Keira kept her eyes fixed upon the woman, meeting her gaze, as was the custom in the elven court, and
Ariana could see the woman's sharp, grey-green eyes staring fiercely from behind the mask. 
"You are called Keira," she said, "the shadow of the leaf." 
"That is what I am called," Keira responded. 
"You have served at the edge of the forest along the great river to the east." 
"I have." 
"You have served us well." 
"I am glad of it," Keira said. 
"For your dutiful service, you may take a name of your choosing, if you desire it." 
"I am grateful." Keira bowed her head. 
Ariana did not know what the woman had meant by the things she had said to Keira but she
imagined it must be an honor of some kind to be able to choose one's own name. She still was not sure
exactly how the elven naming custom worked but she set aside her questions as the woman in the mask
stepped over to stand in front of her. She kept her chin up and her eyes open like Keira had instructed her, looking directly at the woman. 
"We hear from the trees that are called Squirrel." 
"That is what she calls me." Ariana decided that she would abide by the elven customs in her own
way. The woman stared at her from behind the mask and Ariana could not tell if she had offended or
amused the woman. Perhaps she did not care one way or another. 
"You were found at the edge of the forest along the great river to the east." 
"That is what I am told." 
"You have received sustenance and healing within our forest." 
"I have." 
"And you have spoken with the trees." 
"I have." The assembled elves murmured again behind their masks and the woman in white paused
for a moment until they became quiet once more. 
"You are not born of this forest." 
"No." 
"And yet you are of Elvanar." 
"Yes." 
"Those who birthed you. What are their names?" 
"My father was named Gregor of House Coromyr, King of Maramyr and my mother was called
Aria, Princess of House Solari." 
The elves seated along the rows turned to each other and spoke in hushed tones again. 
"You have brought something of hers. May I see it?" 
"Yes," Ariana said and reached into her satchel, retrieving the jeweled dagger that had belonged to her mother. She held the dagger by its crosspiece and raised it up for the woman to see." 
"May I hold it?" the woman asked. 
"No," Ariana told her. Though she had learned some new things from Keira's instruction, she
remembered enough about elven customs from her own studies to know that an elf would never surrender
a blade. Besides, she was becoming irritated with the woman's questions. She lowered the dagger to her
side and kept her eyes focused on the eyes behind the mask. "Am I a prisoner here?" 
"You would ask me a question?" 
"Yes, I would. Am I a prisoner here?" 
"You are a Squirrel, so it is said. Squirrels do not ask questions in court." 
"I am Ariana Coromay, heir to the throne of Maramyr, Queen of that land by right. I am also, by
birth, a Princess of Solari and am done answering questions to those too cowardly to show me their
faces," she said, her voice quivering with both indignation and nervousness. Ariana was surprised at the force of her words and she worried that she might have gone too far. The woman took a step back. 
"I see that you are no mere squirrel," she said and she removed her mask, revealing her face. The elven woman was beautiful and Ariana was shocked at how much she resembled her own mother. She had
only the faintest memories of her, for her parents had died when she was very young, but there were a few
paintings of her at the palace and she had memorized every line and curve of her face. This woman looked
so very much like her and Ariana felt a stirring of emotions from deep within. The woman smiled at her
then turned and took a few steps toward the others on the dais. 
"The court of Elvanar recognizes Ariana of House Coromay, Queen of Maramyr and Princess of
Solari," the woman said then she turned back to Ariana and smiled at her. "I am Laurana, Princess of Solari and Queen of Elvana. Your mother, Aria was my sister." 
Ariana felt a pit, deep in the bottom of her stomach, as though she were dizzy and her throat felt as
though it was full of knots. Her eyes began to well up and she fought the urge to break into tears. 
"I am grateful," Ariana said, using the formal response of elven custom since she did not know what else she could say without breaking down. 
The rest of the elves stood from their seats and removed their masks, all except the one with the
silver mask. He stood from his throne and walked forward toward Ariana. He reached out with his hand
and struck Ariana on the face, his hand hitting hard across her scarred flesh and pushing her hair out of
place, revealing the burns on her cheek. She reached up to cover herself with the hand that held the
jeweled dagger but stopped, remembering what Keira had told her about keeping her eyes up, and she
raised her chin and fixed her eyes upon him. 
"You are not of the forest," the elf said. "I do not recognize you." 
With tears running down her cheeks, Ariana stood straight and looked directly at the eyes that stared
at her from behind the mask. The elves behind Queen Laurana, spoke again to one another and Ariana
could see their shocked expressions. From the few words she could hear, she knew they were talking
about the scars on her face, which were now plain to see. Let them talk, she thought. She was finished
being treated like a child and if that meant they would see how ugly she was, she no longer cared. Ariana
kept her eyes fixed on the elf, refusing to avert her gaze even though she wanted nothing more than to hide. 
She refused to succumb to her fear, to run away. She stared at the elf, forcing her eyes to stay on him and then she saw him look away. 
"Coward," Ariana said and the court went silent. 
In a blindingly quick motion, the elf in the mask drew his sword and held it to her throat. Ariana
reached for her power just as quickly, hoping it would be enough to stop him. With what force she could
manage, she held the sword in place. She felt power emanating from the elf as well and the eyes behind
the mask changed, and she knew he had magic of his own. She could feel her grip on the sword beginning
to slip and she knew, all it would take was the slightest movement and it would cut her. As she reached
for more power, Ariana remembered the promise she had made to the tree, not to touch the flames while
she was in the forest, but the trees had been teaching her other things and now she called to them. 
The hall shook, not violently but with a low vibration, like the flow of the trees themselves and the
wooden roots in the floor of the hall began to change. Thick vines that sprouted new leaves shot up around
the elf's feet and began to curl around his legs. Ariana felt a pressure begin to build as the elf began to summon a power she did not recognize. The air around her became thick and she started to choke, unable
to breathe. She redoubled her efforts and the vines grew faster, working their way up to the elf's arm and
neck. Ariana could no longer breathe, but she could still use her power and she asked several of the vines
to pull the elf's sword away from her, forcing his arm down until the blade pointed at the floor, 
meanwhile the other tendrils continued wrapping themselves tightly around his neck. 
"You would dare to call the forest against me?" 
Unable to speak for lack of air, Ariana just stared at him. 
"Enough!" Laurana said, her voice rising in volume only slightly, but enough to make known her
displeasure. Ariana felt the air around her begin to thin and she gasped, able to breathe once more. 
"Quenta, I ask you to withdraw. We will speak of this later." She turned to Ariana. "Release him." 
Ariana let go of her power and vines began to retreat. 
"You play a dangerous game, girl," the elf named Quenta said. 
"As do you, boy," Ariana replied. 
"That is enough," Laurana said, sharply. "Children, both of you!" 
Quenta turned and looked at the queen for a moment, then he sheathed his sword and walked across
the floor and exited the hall. The sound of the doors closing behind him echoed in the vast chamber, 
leaving an uncomfortable silence among those that remained. 
"Such is the impetuousness of youth," Laurana said and she walked up to Ariana and placed her
hand on the underside of her jaw, turning the scarred side of her face toward her. "You have been touched by flames. This we knew, for the trees have spoken of it, and yet they tell us you also command fire. You
were wise not to use it here." 
"I promised the tree that I would not," Ariana told her. 
"You promised the forest," Laurana said. "Remember that, for a broken promise cannot be mended and new promises cannot grow until the roots of betrayal have turned to dust." 
"I understand," Ariana told her. 
"Understand this as well," Laurana said. "You are welcome here, but you are not born to Elvanar, and to many of the people forest, you may be regarded as an outsider, a child of fire and wind. This truth
of that is apparent." She let go of Ariana's face and her voice calmed. "And yet, while you may not have been born to us, you are born of us, a child of the forest, as are we. You are fortunate, for the trees like you. They would not have bent to your aid if they did not." 
"I am glad of it," Ariana told her. 
Laurana smiled. 
"The court of Elvanar grants you stay within the heart of the forest, and you may request of the
elders of the court what needs you may have. Now, I must attend to your cousin for, like you, he is prone
to behaving like a child." 
"My cousin?" 
"Quenta is my son," Laurana told her. "That would make him your cousin." 
The Queen of Elvanar turned and walked away, leaving the hall, leaving Ariana standing next to
Keira as the other elves approached. 
"You have done well," Keira said quietly. "It was not what I expected, but be careful of the Prince. 
He is not a forgiving sort and you have called him by second worst insult among our people. No elf will
stand being called a coward." 
"What is the worst insult?" Ariana asked. 
"Being called a liar," Keira told her. "Thus I am glad you kept your oath not to use your fire magic." 
"Thank you for helping me, Keira," Ariana said as the other elves drew near. "I am grateful." 
"Welcome, Princess!" said one of the elves, a male, who was dressed in light green leathers. "I am Rolan. Many season to you. I greet you in the name of the court." 
"Many seasons to you, Rolan," Ariana replied as the other elves of court began to introduce
themselves. 
CHAPTER SEVEN
The Maramyrian troops had emerged from the passes and taken up defensive positions in the
foothills. While his brother, Elric saw to the fortification of the city and the palace and Duke Kaledra and the other nobles raised troops from their lands, Borrican and his uncle Boric had taken joint command of
the advance guard. Reports were few, for Cerric's army had proven very thorough in killing any Kandaran
scouts they found nearing their encampments. Even some of the stealthiest of his people had been ferreted
out and apprehended by the Maramyrians' own scouting parties so Boric himself had taken to the field, 
with a guard of his best fighters atop the fastest and most surefooted horses in the kingdom. Borrican had
been on edge since his uncle had left that morning and he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw him riding
toward the command pavilion at the center of the Kandaran camp. Borrican also noticed that his uncle's
scouting party was much fewer in number. 
"Uncle," he said as Boric dismounted from his horse, "I see that you have encountered the enemy." 
"That I did," Boric said as he pulled an arrow from the leather saddle of his horse. "They're pouring out of the passes, thousands of them." 
"Then what we have seen is just the advance soldiers. What numbers did you count?" 
"From what we have learned from the few scouts who have returned from the smaller passes, and
from what I saw this day, I would reckon there are already ten thousand Maramyrian soldiers encamped
in the hills and there is a much larger force moving down through the main pass that looks to be twice that number, at least." 
"Thirty thousand or more," Borrican said. It was a large force, much greater than the numbers they expected to raise to defend Kandara. 
"From my knowledge of the Maramyrian kingdom, I would expect ten thousand of them to be
cavalry. No doubt they'll build siege engines as well. Things do not bode well for us, nephew." 
"A rider arrived while you were away, with a report from Kaledra." Borrican had more bad news
for his uncle. "He is requesting aid, for his lands are under attack from creatures that sound like these Darga you told me about. Lizard men, the rider called them." 
"That would be a right description of them," Boric said and he frowned at his next thought. "How many?" 
"The rider estimated at least several thousand Darga," Borrican told him, "and they are also accompanied by a force of Xallan soldiers, maybe ten thousand strong." 
"Damn," Boric cursed. He knew that if Kaledra was under attack, he would not be joining in the
defense of the crown city and its surrounding lands and they could only hope that some of the other nobles
would soon arrive, for the royal guard numbered only three thousand and the troops Elric had been able to
muster from among the people was barely ten thousand. With the advance guard, which numbered just
over two thousand horse, that made fifteen thousand against the thirty from Maramyr. Kaledra's lands
were by far the largest and his numbers should have meant an additional ten thousand, half of them
mounted and most of them well armed. "If Kaledra's raised his army to its full numbers, he might be able to hold out against the Xallans, but against that many Darga, no doubt he is in desperate straights. We must send aid." 
"But how can we, uncle?" Borrican asked. "We face an even greater threat, and are outnumbered by the Maramyrians, at least two of their soldiers for every one of ours. The other nobles all together might
be able to provide another five thousand, but we still remain badly outnumbered." 
"Borrican, it is the duty of our family to protect the lands of Kandara. The other lords, even Duke
Kaledra, who ranks highest among them, are administrators. They have been given rank by us, the
Akandar, to oversee the lands, but they do not have the true power to defend the people. It is our
responsibility to protect the people of these lands and come to their aid, for it is a promise we made and
we Akandar keep our oaths. It is the responsibility of all Akandar, it is my responsibility and it is your
responsibility as well, as a highborn noble of Kandara, as a Prince of Akandar. Remeber this, Borrican. 
No matter what is required, we will honor the our oath as lords of Kandara and we Akandar do not
submit, nor do we surrender." 
Borrican could not see how it was possible to fend off so many. The lands would soon be overrun
with soldiers from Maramyr and Xalla, along with these Darga, who sounded fearsome, and yet his uncle
did not seem afraid. Borrican knew the members of his family were exceptional fighters. It was in their
blood and, even though Kandara was a peaceful country, the nobles of Akandar hand long been trained
from a very young age in the arts of war and now he understood why. Still, no matter how strong his own
sword was, he did not know what they could do with so few soldiers against such numbers. 
"I will take a thousand of our strongest to aid Kaledra," Boric said. "You are in command of the rest of the advance guard. Do what you can to slow down the Maramyrian advance but try not to lose too many
of our own. We will need every strong arm to defend the city." 
"As you command, uncle," Borrican said, though he was not happy about it. 
Borrican knew it would only be a day or two and the rest of the Maramyrian forces would be
through the main pass and begin their march toward the city, which would take another handful of days. 
After that, it was only a matter of time before the battle began and Borrican wondered if he would face
any of his former captains. 


*****
Nathas rode at the head of the Maramyrian force, accompanied by Kaleb Alaran. Duke Mirdel and
Lord Barant, followed along behind, with a contingent of the royal guard and Nathas had little doubt that
either of them would take to the field for the real battle. Kaleb had been chosen to take command of the
advance troops and Nathas was expected to personally lead the main force. Cerric had issued several
royal decrees, making those command decisions, claiming it would be best for the morale of the soldiers
to see familiar commanders leading them into battle. Cerric had written the orders in Maramyr, and
Mirdel had only revealed them once they had moved on from Rivergate and were well into the Kandaran
mountains. 
Both Nathas and Kaleb understood what the orders meant. They would personally lead the troops, 
and though it would certainly mean more effective command from a tactical perspective in the field, they
would also be placed at much higher risk of being killed, which they both privately agreed was
intentional on Cerric's part. Matters were made worse by the fact that the overall battle would be
coordinated by the Lords General, Mirdel and Barant, who were far less experienced in matters of war, 
which could easily put Kaleb and Nathas and the soldiers at even further risk. They were not particularly
pleased with the arrangements, and were further dismayed when several of the black robed mage priests
appeared, traveling by some magical means to catch up with the army, and there was talk among them that
Cerric might take command himself. 
"I don't know what happened at Maramyr, but the black robes seem a little disconcerted of late," 
Kaleb commented. 
"Apparently they had some magical ritual having to do with their religion during the wedding
ceremony between Cerric and Calexis and something happened to Cerric. He claims to be a god, called
Kroma," Nathas told him what one of his men had reported. 
"Kroma?" Kaleb frowned. "Kroma is one of the old gods, known as the god of courage, valor and virtue. Even thought the temple at Maramyr has been empty for years, there are still some places in the

countryside near White Falls where he is worshipped. A lot of the outposts I have been uncovering are
marked with references to Kroma, so I would imagine he was popular with the Bordermen, back in the
times before the Great War." 
"Courage, valor and virtue?" Nathas said. "Not a very good match." 
"What isn't a very good match, Captain General Nathas?" asked Duke Mirdel, as he rode up
between Nathas and Kaleb. 
"Lord General, Duke Mirdel, good of you to join us," Kaleb greeted the man. "The Captain General was just saying how poorly matched the Kandarans are in numbers. If the reports are to be believed, they
have barely more than ten thousand to field against the thirty thousand we command, not to mention
however many will be coming over the eastern pass." 
"Another twenty thousand," Nathas said, "not counting the Darga." 
"Right," Kaleb added. "We have over fifty thousand against what, ten, perhaps fifteen thousand Kandarans? It doesn't promise to be a very good match, if you're a betting man. Are you a betting man, 
Duke Mirdel?" 
"I'm not shy of a wager," Mirdel replied. 
"Shall we have a wager then," Kaleb suggested. "How long do you think it will take before the walls of Kandara fall to the mages?" 
"Ha!" Mirdel scoffed. "I saw the mages demonstrate the power of their magical fire. Nathas was there too, he saw it. Once they are within range of the city, I give it a day, perhaps two if the walls are particularly thick but not more than three." 
"Three days or less," Kaleb replied. "Would you be willing to risk a hundred gold crowns?" 
"Why not?" Mirdel turned to Nathas. "What about you Captain General, what's your wager?" 
"I would rather not wager on such things," Nathas said. "I'm just a man of arms, and not a noble like the two of you, so a hundred gold crowns is not a bet I would make." 
Mirdel pondered for a moment. "Tell me, Nathas. How much does the crown pay you for your
services?" 
"A hundred gold crowns is almost a year's pay, and I am the highest ranking officer in the
Maramyrian army," Nathas told him, "not counting the Lords General, of course." 
"Such a paltry amount?" Mirdel was surprised. "I should have a word with Cerric once this war has been won. Surely he can afford to pay you a little more than that. My household spends more than that in a
week." 
"The lord Duke is very fortunate to enjoy such plenty," Nathas replied. 
"A hundred gold is a rich for a country lord like myself, but I can manage it," Kaleb said. "Here's a thought. Nathas bets ten gold crowns. You and I bet a hundred. We treat the winnings as equal." 
"How is that fair?" Mirdel asked. 
"If you win, you will be a hundred and ten gold crowns richer," Kaleb said. "If I win, I will be a hundred and ten gold crowns richer. If the Captain General wins, he gets two hundred gold crowns and
we get the satisfaction of seeing the highest ranking officer in the Maramyrian army paid his due, and
we'll sue Cerric in the royal court for reimbursement after. He can't deny us both, especially for
correcting what must surely have been an oversight by some low level magistrate at the palace. It is an
embarrassment that the Captain General of Cerric's army is compensated by such a paltry amount." 
Mirdel laughed. "You're a fair man, Kaleb, and far too generous but I can see why your people like
you. I agree to the terms, if Nathas is willing to play our game, of course." 
"I wager it will take ten days to breach the walls of Kandara, once they are directly attacked by
magic and other means," Nathas said, "perhaps a day or two less or a day or two more, if I am permitted a range." 
"The Lord General chose one to three days, so I do not see why not," Kaleb said. "I say they will not fall, but if they do, it will take thirty days, possibly more." 
"One might think you were siding with the Kandarans," Mirdel said. "Have you no confidence in our army?" 
"No, Duke Mirdel," Kaleb said. "I believe our army is superior in size to the Kandaran army and I have no doubt that our mages are powerful, but Kandara has never been conquered. It is an old city and
some say it was built in the last age. If its walls have withstood attack for so long, then I would imagine that it will be no easy feat to bring them down, even with mage fire." 
"That's a fair point, Kaleb," Mirdel said. "I think you underestimate the power of the mages, but I will happily take your gold, or pay it to Nathas if he proves to have guessed correctly. 
"Excellent. Whomever is closest to the number of days, will be a richer man for it." Kaleb smiled at the Duke, then at Nathas. 
"Very good," Mirdel said. "Are we expected to reach the forward encampment by this evening? I find this mountain air makes my head feel somewhat light." 
"We should," Nathas told him. 
"Excellent. I will let Lord General Barant know." 
Mirdel slowed his horse then turned and rode back along the line, amused by the conversation. 
Even if Kaleb or Nathas were correct in their estimates, which he found to be preposterous, the likelihood
of either of them surviving the battle was little to none. Both of them were proving to be able commanders
with the respect of the troops, and no doubt they would motivate the soldiers in the field with their
bravery, but once their usefulness had passed, they would be cannon fodder. Even though Barant seemed
to be of a somewhat fairer mind, Lord General Mirdel had no intention of sharing the glory of this war
and, as he rode back to meet up with the other Lord General, he wondered if there was a way to arrange
for him to share the same fate of the other two. 
"Why do I feel as though I should bathe every time I speak to that man?" Kaleb asked. 
"Duke Mirdel is a cunning fox," Nathas said. "No doubt he expects neither of us will live to win that bet. Do not be surprised if we are ordered to the front lines or sent on a charge once the battle has
begun." 
"He would not betray us so openly," Kaleb said, genuinely taken aback. 
"You put too much faith in nobility, Kaleb. Your dealings with Baron Manfred should have taught
you better. Besides, Cerric has already put us in position to take the brunt of whatever the Kandarans
throw at us and I do not think his intention is to make heroes of us." 
"I think your years at Maramyr have may have jaded you," Kaleb told him. "And perhaps you are the wiser for it." 
"I am no denizen of the court, but I have studied warfare and battle for most of my life and I have
learned to recognize the early signs of a feint and I know when the terrain puts me at a disadvantage." 
"I will have to remember that." Kaleb glanced around to make sure Mirdel was not sneaking up on
them again. "What we were speaking about before, if what the mage priests are saying is true, then it
means their whole religion is a sham, but it seems strange that Kroma would be the god behind the
priesthood and their book. The god of valor, courage and virtue was never one for trickery and avarice, at
least not according to the old histories." 


*****
The cloaked figure stepped out from behind the statue of the armored knight and watched silently as
the black robed mage exited the temple. The mage, who he recognized as an important member of the
priesthood, had spent most of the day in the temple, just sitting silently, apparently thinking, and unaware that he was not alone. The temple of Kroma lay under a thick layer of dust, with only the faintest signs that anyone had visited in recent times and, unlike the mage, this other visitor left no footprints. 
Now that the mage was safely gone, he made his way to the center of the temple, where he had
originally been headed. He walked through the great hall to the great stone dais and there he saw the many
visions of those who had visited the temple, the ceremonies that had taken place, honoring the courageous, 
those who had shown great valor and defended virtue. Moments from times long past appeared as
apparitions and slowly faded, leaving only a desolate emptiness. The figure turned and saw the place
where the mage had sat, on one of the stone benches before the dais, where the dust has been disturbed. 
He walked over to the place and touched the stone, listening to the faint echoes of the mage's thoughts and he heard what he suspected he might, chaos and anger intertwined. 
He sat down in the place where the mage had sat, for it was as good a place as any in this place that
now only harbored memories and he wept, for he now knew that the god Kroma was gone and he knew
that the god, who now inhabited the body of a king, had killed him. Worse, he had stolen his life, his
power, his name, his very essence, which was even more heinous than murder alone and he knew that
such an act would not be without repercussions. After a time, he rose from the bench and walked through
a side passage to the temple of Mara, where he paused for a moment and lamented that her temple had
also fallen to disuse, even in the city that bore her name. He pushed open the door to the passage that led to the next temple, that of Kenra, the god of shadows, secrets and death and he was not surprised to see
that this temple was also layered with dust, forgotten by those who once openly worshiped at the altar of
chaos and destruction. 
Next, he made his way through another passage that led to the temple of Stroma. He walked to the
center of the chamber and bent down on one knee, placing his hand on the symbol embedded in the floor, 
then he gazed up at the ornate glass ceiling that opened to the sky above. The glass was dirty and years of dust and soot from the city had darkened the view, but the light still shone through. He looked around the
temple and saw a few signs that some had visited it and he closed his eyes and felt the faint vibration of
the power that still remained, far weaker than it once was, but slowly returning. 
He rose and walked through the next passage to the temple of the Lady and, upon opening the door, 
he could not help but smile. Where the other temples lay empty, dusty and desolate, the temple of the Lady
was vibrant and full of life. He was both amused and pleased to find a fountain at its center, bubbling
gently over into a pool of clear water, from which grew an endless array of flowering vines that
flourished under the pale light shining through the frosted glass of the ceiling above. He closed his eyes
and felt the flow of power in the temple and realized there was magic at work in this place. He opened his
eyes again and saw the temple empty, covered in dust like the others and knew that this was what those
who did not honor the Lady would see, an illusion of desolation, missing the truth that the temple and the
power of the Lady was fully alive and growing. 
He stepped over to the pool at the center of the temple and touched the water with his fingertips then
lowered his hand into it. It too held a power, different from that of the Lady, but he was pleased to
discover that its energy remained strong at its depths even though the surface was noticeably muted. He
lifted his hand from the pool and took a deep breath then reached out with his power, subtle and barely
noticeable, like a wisp of cloud in the sky and he felt the world. One god destroyed, one in hiding, one
still lost, one in plain sight, and one pretending to be another, and whose folly could destroy them all. 
Before leaving the temple, he plucked a flower from one of the vines and placed it in the pool. It
floated in small circles, pushed gently by the current and a gentle breeze blew through the temple and the
flower stopped, held in place by the air that surrounded it. He smiled and touched his hand to the edge of
the fountain and let his power flow through the stone to the floor beneath it, where another symbol lay
hidden, a perfect circle, the mark of air, the mark of the Lady, its power ensuring that the water of the
fountain continued to flow. Glad of what he had discovered, he walked to the entrance of the temple and
into the light of the day. 
There, at the center of the large square, towering over the others was a tall, stone structure, the new
temple of the god who called himself the one god, while claiming to be Kroma, the god of virtue. It was a
contradiction and yet it was a truth, as much as any disguise carried truth beneath it, and he wondered if
the god, in his lust for power, even knew who he really was anymore. Perhaps it was time to remind him, 
he thought, and he began to gather his power but he stopped himself. It was too soon to take such action, 
and it would accomplish little except to alert the god to his presence. There was much to be done if the
god was to be stopped, and there were ways to bring about his downfall, other magics, older powers from
a distant age, when the gods had battled one another. There was much to be done, indeed. 
He was about to depart when he sensed someone approaching, a mage dressed in black, but
different from the others, for the faint line of power that reached out to him from the temple of the one god was incomplete. As the mage drew near, he recognized him underneath the guise he wore, a bit of magic
he found to be very clever, and he wondered if perhaps it might be better to reveal himself to a select few. 
CHAPTER EIGHT
A lone figure, wrapped in rough cloth robes, walked across the sand that burned hot under the
blazing sun. It had been days since she had left the lands of her home, the muddy swamps and dense
forests she had known. At first she had liked the heat of the desert, the hot days and the cool nights, but she quickly discovered that places of water were few and far between. If it were not for her natural instincts
she would not have been able to find the hidden nooks and buried pools where the life sustaining liquid
could be found, but even then what she found was not enough and she soon began to suffer with pangs of
thirst that overwhelmed the pangs of hunger she discovered in this desolate place. 
Lexi stumbled over a ridge in the sand and fell to her knees then slumped to the ground. As she lay
on the hot sand, she felt like crying but the tears would not come. She had only wanted to go somewhere
far away from her home, from her mother who barely acknowledged her and from her brother who
despised her, and both of them hating her for what she had done. She had succeeded in that at least, she
thought, as she felt her consciousness begin to slip. She was far away from their anger and far away from
anyone who would hurt her and from anyone she might harm. Maybe her brother was right, that she was
nothing more than a worm, and she felt like it was probably for the best that she should dry up and turn to dust, so she closed her eyes and let herself drift upon the sea of sand. 
She awoke to the feeling of something nudging her in the ribs. It happened again but she was too
tired to move, even to look and see what it was. She felt her neck being pulled as her head was lifted, then her face landed heavily on the ground. A moment later, she felt herself being picked up from the ground
and then laid on a flat surface. Her head was tilted up, and cool liquid dripped into her dry lips, running between her sharp, pointed teeth and onto her tongue. Her throat moved on its own as the flow of liquid
increased and she swallowed, feeling a soothing sensation fill her body. Her head was released, more
gently this time, and she lay back, slipping once again into darkness. 
She did not know how much time had passed when she heard the voices. 
"What is it?" asked one. 
"I think it is one of the lizard man," said another, "of the swamp people from the east." 
"It looks like a female," said the first. 
She felt her robes being opened. 
"I believe you may be right," said the other. "Let us make sure of it." 
She felt a hand slide between her legs. 
"Yes, it is female." 
Lexi felt the hand touch her. She hissed and her eyes snapped open. She could not see but she tried
to stop them, to push them away, but she discovered that she could not move either. Her eyes began to
adjust and she discovered that she was tied to a wooden post inside the back of a covered wagon, her
arms and ankles bound behind her on either side of the thick block of wood that was the support piece for
the wagon's covering. 
"Be careful," said the first. 
Lexi hissed again and slowly her cloudy vision sharpened. There were two of them, wearing long
cloaks, with cloth wrapped around their faces. They took a few steps away from her, then slowly they
returned. Lexi realized they were speaking a strange language, one she had never heard before, but she
found that she could understand their words, which did not surprise her, for the mage who had instructed
her in the ways of the world had told her it was one of her gifts. 
"Do not touch me," she said in words they could understand. 
"It can speak!" said the first man. 
"I am not an it," Lexi told him. "Let me go." 
"And if we let you go, what will you do? You will try to eat us," the other man said. "I have heard of your kind. Eaters of women and children, you are." 
"I will eat you if you do not let me go," Lexi threatened. 
"See," said the first man. "That is not a way to gain our trust. 
"She is an animal, an eater of people," said the other. 
"I think you are correct. Should we kill it?" 
"Not yet. Maybe it can be useful to us. Maybe we can sell it. Maybe it can fight," said the other man. 
"Can you fight?" 
"I don't want to fight," Lexi said. 
"I do not ask if you wanted to fight. I ask if you can fight." 
"I don't want to fight anyone." 
"I think it can fight," said the first man. 
"Yes," said the other. "We will make it fight. It looks strong." 
He reached out a hand toward her and Lexi snapped at him with her sharp teeth. The man jumped
back but he laughed at her from behind the cloth wrappings that covered his face. The two men left her in
the back of the covered wagon and she felt it begin to move. They had left her robes open and she wanted
to pull them closed, but she was bound firmly to the heavy block of wood and, as weakened from
exhaustion, hunger and thirst as she was, and tied in such an awkward position, there was no way for her
to escape. 


*****
Draxis ordered his Darga forces forward toward the town. They had easily disposed of the pathetic
Kandaran riders who had intercepted them, ripping them from their horses and killing the beasts. After
letting his warriors feast on the horses, they continued on and were now in sight of their target. On a hill above the town, guarded by a high, stone wall, stood a modest castle and Draxis could see the
townspeople fleeing toward it. Let them run, he thought, it would do them little good. He had seen how the
mages could blast the stone and he knew there were three of the black robes accompanying the regular
Xallan troops who followed behind the thousands of Darga at his command. 
One of his Darga subordinates, named Meznak, whose scales were shades of blue and purple, 
approached. 
"Lord Draxis," he hissed. "The warriors want some sport with the Kandarans. When will you
reward us with slaves? Our women think the Kandaran men might prove amusing pets, and the men are
becoming lustful from the blood smells." 
"When the crown city has fallen, Meznak," Draxis said. "Then you will be given an entire town to watch over. Perhaps even this one. Until then, we must show the Xallan regulars that we are soldiers, 
worthy of respect." 
"I see how they look at Darga," Meznak said. "They do not wish to fight next to us, they see us as animals." 
"Then let us prove that we are not," Draxis suggested, though it bothered him as well that Cerric kept the Darga forces separate from the other troops. "The Darga people will claim great honor in this war, but we must be patient, for it has only just begun." 
"Do we attack now?" 
"Not yet," Draxis said, sensing something new in the forest. "Call a halt." 
"Halt, Darga," Meznak hissed to one of the nearest Darga warriors, who passed the order to the next one in line. Like a reptilian wave, the line of warriors stopped just at the edge of the trees outside the
town as a group of Kandaran riders rode into view. A horn sounded and, with his keen eyes, Draxis saw
another group of riders emerge from the castle and ride through the city toward the force that had just
arrived. 
"We wait," Draxis hissed and Meznak passed the message to the many rows of eager Darga. 
Atop the walls of the castle, Duke Kaledra watched as just over a hundred of his men rode out to
join the reinforcements. He turned to the mage, a small and unassuming fellow named Henton. 
"I could only hold them until reinforcements arrived, however the remainder of my soldiers remain
loyal to me," he explained. 
"Clearly they do not fear you enough," Henton said. "I will inform my brethren of their betrayal and your weakness." 
"They are a hundred men. I still have two hundred guards in these castle walls and another three
thousand armed soldiers in the forest, awaiting my command." 
"I will advise the Xallan commanders of this," the mage said. "If you serve them well, they might be willing to forgive your insolence." 
"I have your guarantees that the townspeople will not be harmed?" Kaledra was not pleased with
the way things were turning out. He had explained to his troops that the arrangement with the Xallan
invaders was all or nothing, that if any of them broke ranks it could endanger the rest. Still, just over a hundred had gone, selfishly choosing to betray the decision of their lord and endanger the lives of the
people. 
"I will also advise the Xallan commanders that we have discussed such a possibility." 
Henton stepped away and transformed into small, grey bird that leapt from the battlements and flew
out over the town toward the trees. 
"Damn," Kaledra swore. A short while ago, the mage had clearly assured him that the people of the town and both he and his family would be spared. 
At the edge of the town, Boric dismounted and began unstrapping his heavy war axe from the saddle
of a second horse that had carried it. Even though Borica was a large man, the axe looked far too large for him to carry but he lifted it easily from the horse and hefted it in one hand. The sword hanging at his waist seemed like a toothpick in comparison to it and a number of the soldiers who had never seen him wield
the giant weapon before were awestruck. They were even more surprised when the Duke took a step
forward and his body began to change. 
Boric's arms and legs thickened and grew longer and his face took on a reptilian look as he turned
into something that was not quite human. Had the soldiers of Kandara already encountered the Darga, they
might have thought that Boric had become one of the lizardmen but he was something different, larger and
more fearsome. The horses shifted on their hooves nervously as they sensed the change, but their training
held. 
"Soldiers of Kandara," Boric growled through teeth that had become sharper and with a hint of
smoke issuing forth from his mouth. "I am your Duke and sworn protector of the people of Kandara. Fear not, for you now witness but one portion of power of the House of Akandar, the noble line that has
protected the people of these lands for countless generations." 
"Duke Boric," said one of the men, "Are you one of the lizard men?" 
"Bah. Lizard men," Boric scoffed. "Do not insult me. You speak of the Darga and I can sense them waiting just beyond those trees. They are but a shadow of the ancient power of Kandara, and they were
banished long ago. Be warned though, the Darga are fierce and it will take all your might to fight them, yet they are nothing compared to the strength of Akandar." 
"Sir Duke, over a hundred fighters come to join us from Kaledra," another soldier said. Boric
turned and looked at the castle walls behind them. 
"What of the rest?" 
One of Kaledra's soldiers approached. She wore black leather armor reinforced with steel and had
a sword and a dagger at her belt. Boric's sharp eyes immediately noticed the ring on her finger, with its
green stone and knew her to be a Ranger. 
"Kaledra has made a deal with the Xallans, sir Duke," she said. "He ordered us to stand down, but we disobeyed. On behalf of those who have come with me, I hope we are deserving of pardon." 
"You are pardoned," Boric said. "And Kaledra will be stripped of his title the moment the King hears about this." 
"Do the Rangers know about what is happening here?" he asked. 
"They do, sir Duke," the woman replied. 
"Good. Can we expect any assistance?" 
"That I do not know. Word has been sent. Beyond that, all I have to offer are my blades." 
"There," Borric gestured with his axe toward the trees. "That is where to point them. I will issue the challenge to these upstarts." 
Among the trees, Draxis only half heard what the mage, Henton was telling him, for his attention
was focused on the man with the large axe who had transforming into something else. The man's shape
was almost like a Darga, except much larger and more powerful. Draxis felt a quiver in his stomach, the
same feeling he had experienced when his sister had looked at him with the deadly eyes of a predator not
so long ago. He now understood the feeling for what it was, for one of the mages had explained it to him. 
It was fear, but instead of cowering away the way so many of the Kandaran people did when his warriors
advanced, Draxis found that he enjoyed the excitement of it. The man with the axe looked dangerous and
he itched at the chance to do battle with one so fierce. Draxis also wondered about the man's
transformation, and how he was able to change his shape, but he would have to ask one of the mages about
it later, for the battle was about to begin. 
The mage named Henton repeated whatever he had been saying about the people of the town and the
soldiers of this Duke Kaledra. 
"He is a traitor," Draxis said. "He will die like the rest." 
"As you wish, Lord Draxis," the mage said and withdrew. "But might I suggest preserving the Duke and his family. They could prove useful hostages." 
"Meznak," Draxis called to his subordinate. "Tell the Darga they may have their fun with anyone who hides inside the palace, except Kaledra and his kin. You may have a hundred of the townspeople to
play with as well, but leave the rest. We have no use for broken slaves." 
"Yes, Lord Draxis," he hissed and passed the word. 
The large man with the giant axe roared into the forest and his voice shook the trees. Now was the
time. He gave the word to Meznak and the Darga leapt forward almost at once. Draxis, drew his own
heavy sword and leapt from the trees, racing straight toward the largest enemy. 
Boric saw the Darga emerge from the trees, bounding from the shadows and into the open field and
he charged forward, with his soldiers following close behind. He swung his axe at the oncoming lizard
men and cleaved several of them in two and severing the leg and arm of two more. He inhaled deeply and
held his breath as he swung his axe again, cutting through more of the creatures and then, satisfied he had waited long enough, he exhaled, blasting bright orange fire at a cluster of the Darga. Unaccustomed to
fighting against a fighter more powerful than they, and with fire now filling the air, many of the lizard men began to break ranks, making it easier for Boric's soldiers to fight them, though the Darga were still
difficult to match. 
Draxis cut his way easily through several of the Kandaran soldiers, irritated that they would even
be able to slow him down, but no matter how skilled they were, they were no match for his speed and
strength, which was the best of both of the races to which he had been born. He clambered over the body
of a fallen Darga and blocked the blade of a sword that swung dangerously close to his shoulder, stopping
for a moment to gut its wielder, then he made his way to the man with the axe, who had become like a
giant Darga. 
"What have we here?" Boric rumbled, swinging his axe at Draxis' heavy sword. "I heard a story about Calexis making play with her Darga pets, but I did not believe it." 
"I am Draxis, Prince of Xalla, Lord of the Darga," Draxis told him, proudly, determined that he
would be victorious against such a foe. "You will die by my hand." 
"Do not be so sure of yourself, youngster," Boric told him. "You have not yet witnessed the might of Kandara." 
Draxis hissed and leapt at the man, swinging his sword hard. Blindingly fast, the giant axe was in
front of him, deflecting his blade and Draxis had to twist in the air to avoid slamming into it. He realized that his normal approach of overpowering his opponents would not work with one such as this. This
enemy was extremely powerful and very fast, but Draxis quickly realized that even though he was not
quite as strong, he might be slightly faster. He changed his tactics and used the long reach of his sword
and its quicker edge to slash and stab at his opponent, moving faster than the axe, while dodging the giant blade when it came swinging toward him. 
Boric was surprised at the speed and agility of the half-Darga and he had not expected the creature
to have such power. He wondered if there had been some shift or change in him because of his mixed
parentage. Since he had discovered the Darga involvement in the destruction of the Xallan villages, he
had taken the time to look up the history of the lizard people and the things he had discovered intrigued
him greatly. That many of the Darga once inhabited parts of Kandara but had been banished, was
something he already knew. He also discovered that there were once many different tribes among the
Darga, known by their distinctive markings. The most documented of the Darga, those who lived near the
lands of Xalla, had skin that was green, black or brown, with scales that could have varying colors and
shades, their base colors being influenced by the swampy regions they inhabited, though it was said that
their colors could change with their surroundings, and this creature's Darga scales were showing flecks of
red, taking on the color of the blood that was flowing fast on the battlefield. 
Draxis ducked in under the swing of Boric's axe and the duke put away his thoughts about Darga
tribes. He could analyze the creature's parentage later, once he and the rest of the lizard men were dead. 
Boric leapt back as Draxis thrust forward with his sword, but he was not fast enough and even though the
point of the blade missed him, its edge slid along Boric's upper leg, cutting a deep gash. Boric roared and blasted the half-Darga with flames, driving him back. The other Darga fell back then they leapt at him, 
slashing with their claws and latching onto his arms as Draxis came at him again. 
Boric reached down into the core of his being and drew upon the ancient power that flowed from
his bloodline. His body grew once more and his skin turned darker, with iron hard black scales appearing
on his arms and legs, and his face became distinctively more reptilian. The gash in his leg even began to
close up as his regenerative powers increased to their fullest. He roared again and shook off the Darga, 
who were like playthings to him now, and he swung his axe at Draxis, meeting his blade with a
resounding clash and sending the half-Darga flying. 
The Kandaran soldiers had been fighting hard and taking heavy losses against the stronger and more
powerful Darga warriors, who outnumbered them, but with every swipe of Duke Boric's axe a half dozen
of the lizard men were dispatched and the Kandaran soldiers' morale became more resolute. The Darga
responded with even more ferocity now that their pride as warriors was being called into question. 
Draxis was amazed at the power of the Kandaran Duke and his ability to transform angered him. It
was a power he now wanted and the reptilian part of his brain wondered if he could gain such power if
he ate the heart of the monster he faced. He lunged forward, clambering over one of the Darga who had
fallen to the Duke's axe and he attacked with a ferocity he did not even know he had. He slashed and cut at the Duke's scaled arms, darting his sword past the giant axe as he ducked around it. He slid past the Duke
and brought his sword down hard on his shoulder but the steel glanced off the heavy scales underneath the
shreds of fabric from the clothing that he had worn. 
Boric saw the half-Darga slip past him as he swung his axe so he continued his swing, pivoting
around with the heavy weapon. Draxis dropped low as the axe whistled past and caught a Darga warrior
in the arm and he cut upwards with his sword, prying underneath the heavy scales on the Duke's shoulder. 
He was pleased when the steel bit into flesh and dark, black blood ran from Boric's arm, but smoke
appeared on Draxis' sword as the steel began to melt. He realized that the Duke's blood must be like acid
and he stepped away and wiped his sword on the uniform of one of the fallen Kandarans. 
Before he knew it, the Duke was towering over him, with his heavy axe swinging down fast and
Draxis barely managed to scramble out of the way before the steel slammed hard into the ground. Boric
released a blast of flame from between his sharp teeth and Draxis felt his skin heat up, but he knew he
would not burn. Even though he was only half-Darga, he could resist fire better than most of them. It was a gift from his mother, who had worked some magic upon herself when he was still in the womb. Draxis
turned and walked directly into the flames and he enjoyed the surprised look on the Duke's face when the
fire died away and saw Draxis already coming at him with his blade at the ready. 
Boric stepped back and blocked the sword with the side of his axe and put his shoulder behind the
wide, heavy blade and pushed, driving Draxis backwards. The half-Darga stumbled over the corpses of
his warriors and the many Kandarans who had fallen and he barely managed to evade the grasp of the
Duke's powerful, scaled hand that reached out toward him. Draxis knew he would be powerless if Boric
got a hold of him and he sprinted away and turned back again, ready to resume the fight, but he stopped
when he saw the battlefield. Seeing him halt, so did the rest of the warriors. At the center of a sea of
Darga, stood the monster, Duke Boric, along with barely a dozen of his Kandaran soldiers. They were all
that remained of a force that, barely moments ago, numbered over a thousand. 
Boric had not expected the Darga to cut through his soldiers so quickly and he knew there was little
hope for the rest unless they could somehow find a way out. It looked as though only a few hundred of the
lizard men had fallen, and with his heightened senses he had noticed thousands of Xallan soldiers standing
by in the forest. He could also tell that they were accompanied by mages and he cursed himself for not
noticing it earlier, having been so focused on the Darga. Boric knew the battle was over, and the wound
he had taken in the shoulder was bleeding badly, but he did not intend to fall here. Kaledra's castle would not offer any safety, even if the Duke had not sided with the Xallans and the Darga. There had to be a way
out. 
"Ranger," he growled to the woman in black armor, who had joined him from Kaledra's numbers. 
"There are several dozen horses milling on the other side of the western wall of the town. I will clear a path, then I want you and the rest to get clear of this battle. I'll down these Darga until you get away." 
"Duke Boric, we cannot leave you here." 
"Don't be foolish," Borric told her. "You're dead unless you can outrun the Darga and you've no chance of that without those horses. Pass the word and be ready to follow me. We're going through the
town." 
"Yes, sir." 
The woman relayed his instructions to the soldier next to her, who then passed it along the line. A
moment later, Boric saw Draxis take a step toward him and a ripple moved through the Darga as they
began to close in. Boric sucked in as much air as he could and bellowed his greatest roar, so loud that
even the Darga faltered for a moment. Draxis only smiled at the challenge, but he was surprised when the
Kandaran monster suddenly turned and ran from him, knocking handfuls of Darga out of his way and fled
the battlefield toward the open gates of the town, followed by the last of his soldiers. Draxis screamed, 
furious that he might be denied his victory. He raced after the Duke, and then he began to laugh because he knew there was no way out of the town and no refuge, since Kaledra had already declared his support for
the Xallan army. 
Boric barely fit through the streets and he knocked stone and wood away from the corners of a few
houses and buildings as he ran through the town. Thanks to his height, he was able to see the horses
outside the walls but he knew that the animals were likely already skittish from the scent of blood and the carnage of the battlefield so he headed for a place that was close by but far enough away that they would
not be alarmed by him or what he was about to do. Boric saw the city wall looming ahead and he put on a
burst of speed then dropped his shoulder and rammed into heavy stone. With a crash the section of wall
crumbled, toppling in a flurry of stone and dust as the mortar let go. Boric pulled himself clear of the
wreckage and rubbed his shoulder. The impact had hurt, but he was glad to know that he was at least
tougher than the wall had been. 
"Now go, get out of here. Ride for Prince Borrican and tell him to pull back to the crown city," 
Boric said as the soldiers clambered over the broken wall and out into the field beyond. 
Draxis heard the crash and rounded a corner to see the Kandarans escaping through the collapsed
section of the wall, followed by the giant Duke. He hissed, knowing he had just been outmaneuvered by
the Kandarans. He made it to the breach in the wall just in time to encounter another blast of flames from
the Duke, which he sidestepped, taking up a position along the inside of the wall, next to the open gap. 
Draxis might be able to resist the effects of the fire, but being blasted by it was not a particularly
enjoyable experience. A few of the Darga behind him dodged too slowly and were badly burned. Draxis
waited until the fire stopped, then he stepped out and faced the Duke. 
"Very clever," Draxis said. "You hope to hold us here, but I have thousands of warriors already circling this city." 
"Not fast enough, youngster," Boric told him. He glanced along the outside of the city wall and saw a few Darga rounding the far corner but he also saw that the soldiers had already managed to catch the
horses and were already mounting up and riding from the field. 
"Do you expect to fight us all?" Draxis sneered. "That wound in your shoulder looks very bloody." 
"You think you can scratch me again with that blunt blade you carry?" Boric scoffed. 
Draxis looked down at his sword. Its sharp edge was gone and the steel was noticeably thinner in
places where the Duke's acid blood had eaten away at it. 
"I do not need a sword to finish you," Draxis told him, throwing his sword to the ground. "You are no match for our numbers, and you are slow, old man." 
Draxis crouched low to the ground and leapt up, just high enough to grasp the top of the wall, which
he did in one continuous movement and came to stand atop the stone. In the distance he saw the Kandaran
riders now disappearing into the forest beyond the field that surrounded the city and, below, he saw
hundreds of his Darga warriors streaming toward the Duke. He leapt down from the wall and landed a
few paces away. 
"That's a neat trick," Boric said with a grin. "But can you fly?" 
Draxis cocked his head, not quite sure what the Kandaran meant, but the question in his mind was
answered as the Duke stretched out his arms and the last vestiges of his clothing fell away from his back, 
revealing leathery wings that spread out and began to grow larger. 
"What power is this?" Draxis asked. 
"A power that you and your brethren will never have," Boric told him as he turned and with a few
powerful strides of his legs, leapt into the sky. 
Not far away, the black robed mage, Henton stood with two of his brethren. They had watched the
battle and were pleased at how effective the Darga fighters were proving to be. For the most part, Draxis
was showing himself to be an able commander, but there were yet limits to his prowess that needed to be
addressed, which they intended to report to Cerric. The power of this fearsome Duke was a matter of
greater concern and they wondered whether there were others in Kandara like him and they thought it
likely that the other members of the royal family might pose a similar threat. Still, Draxis had managed to wound Duke Boric, and given the superior numbers of Xallan, Maramyrian and Darga soldiers, even if
the Kandarans had more among them with such power, they would surely fall, especially since the mages
had been commanded by their god-king to fight. Henton conjured a ball of energy, like a dark storm cloud
that was rippled through with lightning, and he sent it flying toward the Duke as the two mages with him
began to summon their own destructive powers. 
Boric felt the energy of magic in the air and he turned his head toward a stand of trees just in time to
see the ball of energy hurtling toward him. He ducked low, dropping a wing, barely in time and a piece of
the blast caught him on his injured shoulder. He roared in pain as the lightning spiked into his arm, 
sending stabbing pain through his entire body. Boric spun and twisted as he spiraled toward the ground
and managed to stop his fall just before the treetops. Instinctively he changed direction as another blast of energy sailed past him, but a third one caught him in the side of his leg, spreading waves of shocking
static that stabbed through his entire body like a thousand knives. Unable to move while the energy
coursed through him, Boric crashed through the trees, snapping thick branches as he fell. 
"Damnable mages," he cursed as he destroyed several large trees and smashed hard into the forest
floor. 
CHAPTER NINE
Aaron felt like he did after a hard day of working his chores or training at swords with Tarnath. 
Every muscle ached, but he felt stronger for the work and he was glad his headaches did not seem to be
bothering him at all. In fact, he could not even feel the little pull of tension that always tugged at the back of his neck, reminding him of the pain that was always only moments away. Something had changed and
he could not wait to tell Ariana, but she was still asleep. He could feel her breathing, her body soft
against his, laying on the bed next to him. Something was different. 
Aaron's mind swam for a moment as he felt so many different sensations at once as the world
flooded in on him, the smell of the sea, the creak of old wooden boards, voices and rough laughter from
somewhere nearby, a gentle breeze blowing somehow right next to him, calm yet powerful and in the
living form of a young woman, her scent familiar yet somehow different than he remembered. He opened
his eyes and saw the girl, Ehlena curled up on his shoulder and sleeping peacefully, her hands resting, soft and cool on his arm. He wondered what she was doing here and then he realized that he was not even sure
where here might be. 
"You're awake," Ehlena said with a sleepy smile as her eyes fluttered open. Aaron noticed there
was something different about her voice, something lighter but more powerful, even when it was barely
more than a whisper. She curled up closer to him and squeezed his arm. "I'm glad you have returned." 
"What happened?" Aaron asked. "Is this the pirate island?" 
"Yes, Aaron," Ehlena said quietly, lifting her head too look at him as he sat up. "You are on Meer Island. You are safe here." 
Aaron's mind started to clear, but his memory felt strange, as though things were in the wrong order. 
He looked around the room and did not recognize it but he remembered a storm on the sea and he thought
he remembered seeing Tarnath. 
"I was on a ship." He was sure of that. "Cerric's soldiers were looking for me. I remember now, that's why Carly was bringing me here. No one would care if I murdered the princess." 
"But you didn't," Ehlena said. 
"Of course not. It was that mage, Dakar, and Ariana's uncle Cerric." 
"I know. It wasn't your fault. It was Cerric, and the influence of the dark god." 
Aaron's mind flashed with a faint image of a man lashing out with pure power, burning everything
around him. He felt like it was a piece of a memory, that he was the man, a mage, raging with power, but
he knew it was not him. How could it have been him? He had learned how to do a few tricks with power, 
but nothing so powerful as that. Aaron remembered something else. Fire. 
"Aaron," Ehlena said, putting a hand on his arm. "Stop thinking so hard. You are safe here." 
"You keep saying that," Aaron said, shrugging her hand away and getting up out of the bed. 
Ehlena frowned, but she got up as well then poured a cup of water from a jug that was on the small
wooden table in the room. 
"You must be thirsty. Drink some water." 
Aaron took the cup and drained it. Ehlena picked up the jug and refilled his cup. He drank some
more. 
"Thank you," he said. "How is it that you are here on the pirate island?" 
"I came for you," Ehlena told him. "I knew you were in trouble and that you needed my help." 
"It's dangerous though," Aaron said. "Cerric's soldiers and those black robed priests, they were looking for me. Dakar stabbed Ariana and pushed her in the river. How did you know where to find me?" 
"Aaron," Ehlena put her hand on his chest. "Take a deep breath. It's all right. You're safe here, with me. You have friends here. You were asleep, lost for a time, but you are awake now, and everything will
be fine. None of it was your fault. There was nothing you could do." 
"I know," Aaron said, feeling frustrated. "I should have protected her. It was my fault they found us. 
If that man hadn't have recognized me, we would have been safe." 
Ehlena was worried. Aaron's memories should have returned, but he was misunderstanding what
she was trying to tell him. When she had entered his thoughts to try to coax him back from the repeating
dream, she had seen everything that had happened, right from the very beginning and she knew he would
soon remember what had happened. There was a light tap at the door and a moment later, Zachary and
Carly entered, followed by Stavros. 
"Aaron, you're awake!" Carly rushed over to him and gave him a hug, pleased to see him up and
about. "I was worried about you." 
"Carly," Aaron said with a smile. "I guess we made it to the pirate island. I guess have you and Malek to thank." 
"I don't know about that," she said. "If it weren't for you, we might not have survived that lightning storm. The mages tell me that you're very powerful." 
"What mages are you talking about?" Aaron asked. 
"Oh," Carly realized that he did not know. "This is Zachary, she said, pointing to him. And this is..." 
"Tarnath?" Aaron was confused. He knew his uncle was not alive and yet he had just walked into
the room. The old man smiled at him with that same old twinkle in his eye that Aaron remembered, but
there was something a little bit somber behind his look. 
"I am Stavros," he said. "Tarnath was my twin brother." 
"Stavros," Aaron said the man's name. "Tarnath never told me he had a brother." 
"He wouldn't have. He made an effort not to talk about many of the people in his life before he
moved up to that little cottage near Ashford. It was better that way, for both your safety." 
"Aaron," the mage named Zachary spoke. "Do you remember anything that happened after you
arrived here at Meer Island?" 
Aaron stared at the man and, even though he knew he had never met him, he somehow recognized
him. He remembered seeing him filled with rage and power, blasting everything around him, trees
bursting into splinters and flames exploding from the earth. Fire. He took a step back from the man. 
"I saw you, destroying things," Aaron said. 
"I worried that you might have caught a piece of that memory," Zachary said with a frown. "That is one of my great regrets, one of many moments in my life I am not proud of." 
"Who are you and why do I have a piece of your memory?" 
"Zachary is your father," Carly told him. "He and Stavros saved you. They removed that ward that was causing you such pain." 
Aaron was confused. 
"My father? My parents died when I was just..." 

Fire. 
Aaron remembered coal black eyes staring at him from the shadow. Fire.  He remembered cold
steel over him and the sound of screaming and yelling, the sound of fists pounding on the door. He
remembered a woman opening a door, and the eyes turning to her and the steel cutting her. The eyes
returned and the steel dripped with blood as the woman cried, pleading. He remembered fire, and he
knew that the fire was his own. 
"It was me," Aaron said, his voice almost a whisper. 
"It was the shadows," Ehlena said. "You were but a babe, in the cradle. You are not to blame, Aaron." 
"What's this?" Zachary said. 
"It was me," Aaron said again, his voice hoarse from the lump that had appeared in his throat. "I burned them." 
"The Lady is right, Aaron," Stavros told him. "It was an accident. I was there." 
Aaron remembered the man with the sword, entering the room and fighting the steel from the
shadows. The flames were already rising high, burning white hot and consuming the stone and wood of
the room, burning away the shadows and everything else. He was afraid. 
"You're safe here, Aaron," Ehlena took a step toward him. "Stavros has put a ward on this place. 
No one can harm you here." 
"No one can harm me?" Aaron shook his head. He could feel the power inside him, like a sea of
raging fire. 
Ehlena took a step back as Aaron's eyes darkened, shifting almost to black, but with a hint of blue
and shimmering lights deep within, like the night sky. The goddess within her knew something was
different about him, but she had not realized how different until now. 
"You are afraid," Aaron said, his voice reverberating deep like thunder. "And so you should be. I killed them, with fire." 
"Aaron," Carly said. "Please calm yourself. The mages helped you and Ayra helped you. I have helped you. You are safe here, and we are not afraid." 
"No," Aaron said. "You fear me, and you fear yourself. All of you are afraid, of the shadows." 
"Aaron, my boy," Stavros said with his familiar voice that was so much like Tarnath's. "Take a deep breath and let go of it. Let go of your power." 
"No," Aaron said. "If I don't control it, everything will burn." 
"No, Aaron," Zachary said, his attention returning to the situation at hand. "That is a mistake, the first mistake of many a young mage. You cannot force your power. You must guide it." 
"Things will burn, people will burn," Aaron said. "You destroyed the earth and the trees, and turned the stone to ash. I saw you. You are a destroyer, like me." 
"It is true, I have done such things, for I have power of my own, but you must learn how to control
your power properly or it will slip your grasp," Zachary explained. 
"It is already slipping my grasp," Aaron told him, with a hint of panic in his voice. He was
overwhelmed with the energy that flowed through him. It was so much more than the trickle of magic that
he had learned to use, the few tricks that Ariana had taught him. When he thought of her, his thoughts spun into confusion. He remembered her now, her face, smiling at him, then he saw her flesh, burned and
charred. Nothing made sense. He knew things but did not know how, he had knowledge he had never
learned but everything swirled around and he could not tell what was true. 
"Aaron, take a deep breath and just let go," Stavros said. Nothing you do here will harm anyone. 
"How can you know this? How can you be sure?" 
"It would take a lot more than some mage fire to burn anyone in this room." 
"How?" Aaron looked around the room and he somehow sensed power from all of them. Ehlena
was like the wind; Stavros a combination of colors; Zachary like him, a river of flame and Carly, who
seemed so plain and calm, was like looking over a precipice into darkness, as though something was
missing from her being. "What is wrong with you?" 
"Nothing is wrong with me, Aaron," Carly said. "And I'd rather you didn't light things on fire, 'cause I don't really know what Stavros is talking about. These mages and the little goddess here might have such
powers, but I have no interest in being roasted by some mage flames." 
Aaron shook his head. He could tell that she spoke truth, but her words rang false. He did not know
who to believe, what to believe. Why had they lied to him? Why had they tricked him. Ehlena, was just a
girl from Aghlar traveling to see her aunt. And now, Carly called her a goddess and Aaron could
somehow tell that what she said might be true. Was he blind before? Why would she lie? The mage, 
Stavros, was familiar but different. He looked like Tarnath, who he claimed was his brother, but
something else about him was familiar and Aaron recognized the power that flowed through him. Like a
flavor or a scent, it was so much like the feeling of his headaches, and he knew it was the same. 
"You put the ward on me," Aaron accused the mage. "Why?" 
"To keep you safe, Aaron," Stavros said. "To keep you hidden." 
"Hidden from what? Why has everyone been lying to me? What must I hide from, if not myself?" 
"The shadows, Aaron," Ehlena said. "They sought to hide you from the one who would harm you, the one who wants your power. The shadows are his." 
"I burned the shadows," Aaron said, tears beginning to gather in the corners of his eyes. "I burned them away and I burned everything else. I set them to fire, all of them, everything, everyone." 
"It was an accident," Stavros said. 
"And if it happens again?" Aaron asked. He looked at Zachary. "You cannot control your power. I saw what you did." 
"That only proves that I was weak," Zachary said. "Now quit being a fool, boy. Let go of your magic or I'll show you what real power looks like." 
"Zachary, that is not wise," Stavros told him. 
"I'm his father, Stavros, and it's time I took some responsibility." 
"Zachary," Ehlena said, her voice filled with the power of the goddess. "Do not push him. Too much has been forced upon Aaron, for too long, and without his knowledge. You said it yourself, you
cannot force power, you must guide it." 
"I don't understand," Aaron said. "I don't understand any of it." 
"Then let us explain," Ehlena told him and she stepped toward him. "You cannot harm me, not much, not as you are now. Let go of your power and if it escapes you, we will contain it. No one will be
harmed. You are safe here." 
She took another step toward him and put her hand gently on his arm. Aaron felt her power touch
him and the fire within him became more intense and tongues of flame appeared in the air around him. He
flinched. Ehlena removed her hand and turned to Carly. 
"Please, Carly," Ehlena said. "I know you might not understand right now, but Aaron needs you to help him again, like you did by bringing him here. Please just touch him." 
"Look at those flames," Carly said. "He looks like he's going to burn the place down and you want me to walk right up to that?" 
"You will be fine," Ehlena told her. "He cannot harm you. Fire cannot harm you. You know I speak the truth." 
Carly squinted an eye at Ehlena and she felt a thought tugging on her mind, like something she had
just forgotten, but had been on the tip of her tongue only moments ago, and she knew that what Ehlena said
was true. Carly wondered how she knew about her ability, since she had never told anyone about it, but
she supposed the girl was a goddess, so it was not unimaginable that she might know certain things. Carly
took a step toward Aaron and held out her hand. 
"It's true," Carly said. "I don't know how she knows these things, but fire does not touch me. It never has. If the Lady says this will help you, then I guess, why not give it a try?" 
Aaron looked at her outstretched hand and he saw her calm expression. He did not know why, but
something within him shied away from her. 
"Aaron, you swing a sword like you were born to it," Carly said. "You are a champion of Forsina and you're some kind of powerful mage, but you are afraid to shake hands with a shipless pirate girl? I do
not fear you. You could not burn me if you tried, but I know you would never do such a thing, not on
purpose." 
"I don't want to hurt you," Aaron told her. 
"You won't. Just take my hand." 
Aaron reached out and he felt her palm touch his, cool against the heat of his own. Her fingers
gently gripped his hand and he felt the fire of his energy begin to flow into her. Aaron tried to pull away, worried that he might burn her, but Carly held his hand firmly, with a grip far stronger than he expected. 
Her eyes shifted and changed, much like his own but into a deep blue green that reminded him of the sea. 
There they stood, two energies flowing between them, one of fire and the other, water. Ehlena held her
hand between their faces then smiled and walked over to the two mages. 
"What is happening to them?" Zachary asked. He could see the change in Carly as her energy took
on a deep, cool aspect. 
"Carly is helping him," Ehlena said. "Out of respect for her privacy, I will not say more. If she wishes to share of herself, she will, but I have already pushed her more than I think she would like. 
Thankfully, she doesn't know how much I have pushed her." 
"I believe I may know that which you will not say," Stavros. "It is intriguing that she should have found him or perhaps he found her. I presume the Lady goddess played a part in such a seemingly
coincidental meeting." 
Ehlena smiled. "The power of the Lady is sometimes like a terrifying storm, but she can also be a
gentle breeze, or a strong steady wind, which can be helpful to those who need to travel places. A gust
can fill a sail and a gale can move both earth and sea." 
"The wind is most noticed when it is absent," Carly said with a voice that sounded both faraway
and full of depth and power. "But the currents remain steady, no matter whether the wind blows or
remains silent. Those that know this, truly know the sea." 
"Carly?" Zachary said, curious at the power emanating from the pirate girl. He walked over to
where she and Aaron stood, but neither of them took notice of him. "Can they hear us?" 
"Perhaps," Ehlena said. "They are both awake but their powers are taking most of their attention. It will last only a few moments longer." 
"If I understand you correctly," Zachary said. "You arranged for them to travel here. Did you do the same for me, and for Stavros as well?" 
"Stavros was already looking for Aaron," Ehlena told him. "You were required, for you, as his father, were the one who gave him his fire and a few other things. And Carly, as she calls herself, 
involved a bit of luck. I may have blown on the dice a little, but her nature would certainly recognize him and, knowing her as I do, I am not surprised that she would wish to help him, even if she does not know
the reason why." 
"So you manipulated things," Zachary said, though there was no accusation in his tone. 
"I prefer to think of it as influencing," Ehlena told him. "I am still trying to understand it myself. A part of me feels the same as you and wonders how the Lady would be able to do so many things and touch
so many people, while another part of me is the Lady. No, that isn't right, I am the Lady, but I am also
myself, so there are no parts, just me." 
"When did this happen?" Stavros asked. "When did you and the Lady goddess become one and the same?" 
"At the temple at Aghlar, when I became the priestess of the temple, I think," Ehlena said. "It may have been earlier, but I think that was when I knew, but it has become stronger these past days." 
"And what about Carly?" 
"Carly?" Ehlena smiled. "She has been here for a very long time and she has barely changed." 
"Who is Carly?" Zachary asked. 
"I will not say her name," Ehlena replied, "That is for her to tell, if she chooses, but she is the sea, the river, the lake, the stream, the rain, the water in that cup, the tear that falls and the hint of dew in the morning. She is all of these things and yet, for a very long time, she has chosen to just be a young woman
who sails the seas, a pirate named Carly." 
"I understand," Zachary said. "Tell me, how many other gods are there walking around the world?" 
"Long ago there were many," Ehlena told him. "And then there were two. Three more came into
being, and after many troubles a balance was set, but one is now gone, murdered by another, this god who
foolishly claims to be the one, who threatens the balance." 
"That does not answer my question," Zachary said. 
"Of the five gods of the last age, are three who are aware of their godhood. One is diminished but I
have felt the return of his power. I am another, for though I left this world for another, my essence
remained, and now I have returned. The other calls himself the one, and though he knows he is a god, he
believes himself to be that which he stole when he murdered his brother." 
"That makes three." 
"Yes, three who are aware of their godhood. Carly would be a fourth, if she chooses to remember, 
but there may be others, who have not been counted. Things are different in this time, though I am
beginning to understand it. One thing is for certain, this one god seeks to end us all, for that is his desire, to be the only one, and his true nature is a danger to all life." 
"You speak of the god of death, the shadows," Stavros said. "The dark god, Kenra." 
"Yes and no," Ehlena replied. "Kenra is no more, and yet he endures, believing himself to be his brother, Kroma, in many ways his opposite. That is the true danger in what Kenra has done. He believes
himself to be the god of courage, valor and virtue, for he has not only taken his brother's power but also
his essence." 
"Death magic," Zachary said. 
"Yes," Ehlena said. "It is like death magic, but when a god does such a thing, the consequences are far more grave and far more vast." 
"Lady, please forgive what to you might seem an insolent question, but why do you speak in such
riddles?" Stavros asked. 
Ehlena smiled. "Stavros, please call me by my name. While I may be the Lady, you are not visiting
my temple or calling upon my power. In another age, I was known as Ayra, and now, in this age, I am
Ehlena, a person just as you are. To answer your question, it is one of the conditions or problems of
having knowledge, that a seemingly simple question only has a simple answer if one's knowledge is
simple, but simplicity is not truth, for the greater one's knowledge, the more one must consider if a fair
answer is to be given. Often, an answer that goes beyond the simple, does not seem like an answer, 
especially if one is simple-minded or perhaps not interested in seeking the truth of things and greater
truths are seldom simple. 
"If you asked me if I am thirsty, I would say yes, I would like some wine. That is a simple question, 
with a simple answer. If you asked me about the true nature of the wind, it would take me an eternity to
describe its every nuance, that you might know the full truth of it as I do. I could give a simple answer and say it is air that moves but to do so would be misleading for the wind is more than that. I could also
simply say that I am wind, but to know the entirety of what I mean you must know me and to truly know me
is to be me, which is certainly possible as I have become Ehlena and she has become me. Somewhere in
between the sublime entirety of truth and statements of bare simplicity is an answer that I might hope
would be sufficient to your needs, which are the reason the question was asked, but giving that answer is
always a challenge, for I must often simplify from what I know, and attempt to determine the purpose
behind your question. This is true of all things, if one seeks truth. 
"Simple answers to greater questions also create shadows, making it easier to hide the truth of
things. Sadly, there are many who desire simplicity in all things, and they are easy prey for the shadows, 
for they are easily fooled. The god of lies has always preyed upon the foolish. Did you ever wonder how
it was that Kenra, who is known by many as the god of lies and secrets of chaos and death, would have
supplicants? Those who follow him do not call him thus. They revere him as the god of truth and wisdom, 
the god of life, while disparaging the other gods. They do not see his lies for what they are, and believe
them to be truths. There is much I could tell you about Kenra, but it would take the better part of an
eternity to tell you the sum of my knowledge. This is true of the many things that I know, but I hope that
you can understand why, when asked a greater question, I must consider the answer carefully, for I would
not wish to mislead you or leave you in shadows and I cannot be you, for I am Ehlena." 
"So you are the Lady, and you are Ehlena," Zachary said. "How is that different from what this one god is doing? If I understand correctly, he was Kenra then he killed Kroma and took his essence, using
some kind of death magic and now he is confused about who he his, but he wants to kill the rest of the
gods." 
"As a description of events, that appears to be so," Ehlena said. 
"And how is it different that you are the Lady and Ehlena. That sounds confusing as well." 
Ehlena laughed. "It is confusing sometimes," she said, using her own voice without the power of the goddess. 
"So I'm talking to Ehlena now," Zachary said. 
"Yes and no," she said with a hint of her power returning. "I am both. The difference is that if I did not want this, then it would not be. Unlike death magic, it is a choice. In a sense it is the direct opposite of death magic, it is a gift." 
Zachary scratched his beard for a moment, pondering the things she had said. 
"You said there were many gods at one time. What happened to them?" 
"There was a war, and many died." Ehlena frowned as so many conflicting emotions filled her
mind. 
"A war with whom?" Stavros asked, also curious. 
"The gods themselves, mostly, though there were others who fought." 
"So gods can die," Zachary said. 
"In a manner, yes." 
"And if a god dies, what happens to the essence of that god?" 
"Many things," Ehlena told him. "That is one of the greater questions, but if I understand your purpose in asking, the essence of a god who is slain disperses back into the world, thus losing essence
and becoming a part of all things." 
"But if a god uses death magic on another god, then the essence of both gods combine and you end
up with a confused god who is twice as powerful as before." 
"More powerful than that, for it is an addition of power to existing power, if that makes sense." 
"Somewhat, but I would imagine that explaining it further might take the better part of eternity," 
Zachary said. 
"Not quite as long as that, but it would take some time." 
"So, we have a confused god who is more than twice as powerful as a single god and who wants to
either destroy the other gods or use death magic on them and steal their power, becoming even more
confused and more powerful." 
"Yes." 
"Wonderful," Zachary clapped his hands together. "But gods can die, after all there was a war and a lot of gods died. What was the war about?" 
"Power, what else?" Ehlena said, with a frown. 
"But how could killing other gods make one more powerful if the essence of a slain god disperses? 
Was it just a matter of killing off the others so there would be no one else left? That seems somewhat
petty for gods." 
"Gods can be petty," Ehlena told him. She thought for a moment and decided to share one more
piece of information with the mages. "Zachary, you are a powerful mage and you have tasted death magic enough to know how seductive it can be. However, death magic is not the only way to take the power of a
god. During the Second Age when the gods made war upon one another, there were ways of claiming the
power of a slain god without resorting to death magic, which was reviled by almost all the gods. The
most honorable way to claim a god's power was with a weapon created for that purpose. Forged by the
gods themselves, such weapons can withstand the power of such a battle that would kill a god and they
also capture the power of a fallen foe while leaving the essence to rest. There is no name for these
weapons, and they come in many forms, but one might simply call them godswords." 
"Do these godswords still exist?" Stavros asked. "You said they could survive battles between the gods." 
"Yes. Many were destroyed at the end of the war, during the sundering, but some survive in this
world." 
"But you don't need a godsword to kill a god?" 
"No," Ehlena said. "It is possible, with enough power." 
"Do you think this Kenra or Kroma or whomever plans to keep using death magic or will he try to
kill the other gods using these godswords?" 
"He is already searching for the weapons," Ehlena told him. "But his search has been somewhat frustrated, for though he knows of the existence of the godswords, he does not know what they look like, 
for neither Kenra or Kroma are of the second age." 
"How did he find out about them in the first place?" 
"He tricked another god and tried to steal his knowledge and power. Thankfully, he was not entirely
successful, and with the opening of a path from the world of Etherium, much of that damage has been
undone." 
"So, do we need to find this other god, who I can only imagine is Stroma?" 
"Stroma is one of his names," Ehlena replied. "We need not seek him, for he already knows where we are. As for the weapons, I am also of the second age and know them well." 
"That is of some help," Zachary said. 
"I try to be helpful," she said. 
"Thank you, Ehlena," Stavros said. "I am grateful for your patience in instructing us of these things." 
"I too am grateful, but I am less patient," Zachary said, looking over at Aaron and Carly. "How long are they going to be like this? I would very much like to meet my son, properly." 
"Not long," Ehlena said with a smile. "Far less than an eternity, which is a good thing, for we have much to do if we are to stop the madness that spreads across the land. This god, who calls himself, the
one, is also impatient and he would like nothing more than to take our power and destroy us all, thus
fulfilling his own prophecy of becoming the one god." 
"And once we find these god swords, where do we find this one god?" Zachary asked. "Will he
come out and announce himself?" 
"He already has. Kenra, who has taken the power and mind of Kroma, has very loudly proclaimed
his presence in this world. Like me, he has chosen a willing person to give form to his essence, one
suitable for his purposes. He is known as Cerric, king of Maramyr." 
"Cerric?" Stavros inhaled sharply. "That could explain many things." 
"I remember Cerric well from my days at Maramyr," Zachary said. "He always was a sniveling
coward of a man." 
"Whatever he may have been, he has become powerful, he has become a god." 
CHAPTER TEN
Cerric rode next to his queen, enjoying the cool mountain air and the way her ample breasts
bounced with every beat of the hooves of her horse. He could not have chosen a better lover, for she was
thrillingly seductive and had a mind as darkly cunning as his own. Despite her lack of power, there was
something about her that he found irresistible and the god part of his mind was both intrigued and hateful
toward her, while the part of him that was a man, lusted after her constantly. Calexis was either unaware
or did not care that she was a hair away from falling prey to his more murderous moods, and her
indifference to his power only intrigued him more. 

"She mocks me." 

"She is mine." 

"Kill her." 

"Lay with her." 

"Strike her down." 

"Honor her." 

"She is a queen, fit for a god." 

"She is a common whore." 

"She mocks me." 

"How does she mock me?" 

"Her existence is a mockery." 

"She is a queen." 

"She is an animal." 

"She lays with animals." 

"She should be a goddess." 

"She would steal my power." 

"Yes, she would. Cunning wench." 

"Kill her." 

"Why does she not fear me?" 

"Kill her." 

"Lay with her." 

"Enough!" 
Cerric's thoughts whirled with different voices that were a cacophony of violence and scorn in his
mind, and yet he was pleased to see Calexis riding along side him, her dark elegance a fitting match for
his own fearsome power. Cerric knew the power of the god that resided within him was chaotic and
fearsome, but he had control over him. His thoughts might be scattered at times, but he reassured himself
that his actions were his own. 
"Your highness," said one of the black robed mages. "We should reach the first encampment soon. 
Shall we press on to main army or would you and her highness the Queen prefer to rest." 
"We will continue," Cerric replied. "I would like to survey the full extent of my army. What reports have we received?" 
"The eastern passes are sealed, lord Kroma," said the mage. 
"Do not call me that," Cerric told him. "I am Cerric. Kroma speaks when I allow it." 
"Yes, King Cerric." 
"What of the outlying towns? Are there any that still resist us?" 
"No, my lord. The Kandaran Duke Kaledra has joined with our Xallan troops. Some of his soldiers
rebelled and joined with reinforcements from the Kandaran main force, led by Duke Boric, but they were
crushed by Lord Draxis and his Darga." 
"And what of Duke Boric? Was he captured or killed?" 
"He fled the battlefield and has eluded our searches thus far, but he was wounded during the fight." 
"Tell me, mage," Calexis interjected. "What of Prince Draxis? How did he fare in his first
command?" 
"The mages tell me he was very effective. He engaged Duke Boric directly, which was no mean
feat, considering the Kandaran Duke's transformation." 
"What's this?" Cerric asked, his curiosity piqued. 
"The first reports from the battle say that the Duke transformed into a creature of some kind, similar to the Darga in many respects." 
"Interesting," Cerric said. "Describe this creature." 
"My lord, we have yet to receive a detailed report, but the creature appears to be much like a
Darga, only larger, perhaps three or four times the size, and very powerful. It is said that the creature was also winged." 
"It seems the old blood of Akandra endures to some degree," Cerric mused. 
"What blood is this?" Calexis asked. 
"One of the old races," Cerric told her. "They are a distant relative to the Darga and much more powerful, but their numbers are much fewer, and from what this mage has told us, they have weakened
substantially. These creatures may pose a challenge, but less than expected." 
"What cratures do you speak of, husband?" Calexis asked, though she suspected she already knew
the answer. 
"Dragons," Cerric replied. "They have always been a terrible nuisance." 


*****
Boric, having reverted back to his previous form, ducked stealthily around the tree. He may have
reduced his size but he retained much of his strength and he easily twisted the neck of the Xallan soldier, killing the man with no more sound than the breaking of a twig. He lifted the dead man off the ground and
carried him behind an outcropping of rock, where he quickly stripped off the man's clothes and put them
on. 
The enemy search parties had tracked him almost all the way back to he crown city and he had been
forced to stay on the ground after the injuries that had resulted from his fall through the trees. One of his wings was broken and his wounded shoulder was now out of its socket but at least it had stopped
bleeding, mostly, enough that the Xallans and their Darga auxiliaries now had a much more difficult time
tracking him without a trail of blood. Thankfully, his legs were fine, the minor wounds he had sustained
nearly completely healed, and he still had one good arm. Boric picked up the giant axe from where he had
left it leaning against a tree, and he slung it over his shoulder and took off at a run through the forest, putting further distance between himself and the enemy. 
It was not long before Boric emerged from the forest and began making his way through the farms
and fields that covered the land close to the crown city. It was eerily quiet as he ran through small towns and homesteads that had been vacated with the news of the impending attack. As he topped a rise in the
main road, he saw the crown city of Kandara ahead and, perhaps a day's ride to the south, he saw the bulk
of the Maramyrian army, camped out over a vast section of the land. Boric continued on toward the city, 
which rose up in the distance, its dark, charcoal grey, stone walls and sharply pointed towers, perched
above the city that spread beneath it at the base of the mountains on the far side of the open plain. The
cold majesty of the northern mountains, forever capped with snow loomed high beyond the city, a harsh
and unforgiving barrier to the north country, where few dared to travel and from whence none in living
memory returned. Soon, Boric knew, the city would be surrounded by a sea of enemy soldiers and there
would be nowhere for the people of Kandara to run. Given the number of Xallans he had seen making
their way through the eastern lands, along with the legions of Darga as well as the Maramyrian forces that
had come from the south, things did not look promising for Kandara, even if the full might of the royal
family were brought to bear, which was certainly no guarantee. 
Though Boric was clothed in a Xallan uniform, the Kandaran patrols he encountered immediately
recognized him, for not only was he known to most of the soldiers, having spent much of his time over the
years participating in their training, the giant axe he carried was unmistakable. The gates of the city
opened upon his arrival and he entered to find the streets packed with people, livestock, carts full of
valuables and various goods. Groups of soldiers were busily coordinating people, trying to keep the
traffic on the main roadway moving and get people settled inside the buildings of the city, where they
could shelter from the oncoming storm. Most of the people moved aside for the Duke as he made his way
up toward the palace, at first seeing the giant axe he carried and the Xallan clothing he wore, then
recognizing his face and noticing the dried blood on his face and covering his arm. The soldiers saluted
and nodded and the common people grew fearful, for they could now see what was soon to come. 
Boric thought about visiting his apartments at the palace to wash up and change his clothes, but he
decided to head straight for the throne room of the royal court chambers, where he knew his nephews, 
Elric and Borrican would be conferring with military commanders and where he hoped to find his
brother, Eric. Boric burst through the doors and threw his giant axe at one of the heavy wooden beams in
the wall of the room, where it stuck deeply in the hardwood. All heads turned as he walked through the
hall toward a large table, covered in maps, around which the leaders of Kandara were gathered. Past
them, sitting on his throne was Boric's brother, Eric. 
"Uncle," Borrican said. "The riders you sent told us of your encounter. Are you injured?" 
"Nothing that won't heal in time, my boy." Boric noticed that the Ranger woman in the black leathers was present. It was apparent that she had delivered the message to the court, and he decided to have a
word with her after his business here was concluded. He turned to his other nephew, Elric. "Your
highness, as you have already been informed, Kaledra has sided with the Xallans and the Darga are with
them in substantial numbers." 
"Yes, we understand the Xallan and Darga are much larger than we thought," Elric replied. 
"It gets worse," Boric told him. "The black robed mages have joined the battle." 
"What about their sworn neutrality?" Borrican asked. 
"That was under the Council of Mages," Boric said. "The priesthood has declared for Cerric and the Xallan Queen. They attacked me directly with battle magic and it was very annoying. 
"If the mages are involved, what are we to do?" Elric looked discouraged at the news. 
"We fight them harder," Boric said. "They might be mages, but they bleed like any other. We will need archers and some individuals with certain skills who can infiltrate the enemy and take out the black
robes." Borric glanced over at the woman in black. 
"You speak of assassins," King Eric said from his throne. "Never liked them. Always sneaking about in the shadows. Better to face the enemy head on, I say." 
"Good of you to join the conversation, brother," Boric said. "Can we count on your support in this war?" 
"I think you youngsters are doing a fine job so far," Eric replied. "Carry on. I am feeling a little peckish, so I'm off to the kitchens to find something to eat." 
"Brother," Boric said. "War is on our doorstep. Will you honor your vow?" 
"Do not talk to me of vows, Boric," Eric said. "I am sure this army is very fearsome but I am also sure you will be able to handle it once you get those pesky mages out of the way. If you fail, I will do
what I must, but it seems I no longer wear the king's crown, so it falls upon young Elric the king to defend Kandara now. It is time he grew up a little bit, anyhow." 
Eric stood and walked to the wall of the throne room and picked up a sword that hung upon the wall
and he walked over to Elric and handed it to him. 
"Here," he said. "You'll need a toothpick." 
Elric took the sword by its black scabbard and stared at his father with a confused expression on
his face. Eric looked around and smiled at everyone in the room, his steel grey eyes twinkling behind his
white eyebrows then he wandered out of the throne room. Elric slowly shook his head as his father left the
room, but he strapped the sword to his belt, deciding he might as well wear the old king's sword. It was
covered with dust and he would have to remember to have one of the guards polish the leather of the
scabbard and shine the jeweled hilt and the black stone on its pommel. 
Borrican stared at the door his father had left partly open when he exited the room and he was
frustrated with how old his father had become over the years since his mother had died. He was only a
few years older than Boric, but looked twice his age. Borrican had often wondered if that was the price of
a broken heart, or if it was just a matter of his uncle remaining active and always training with the guards instead of sitting in a throne room reading books and dealing with matters of court. 
"Uncle," Elric said turning back to the business at hand, "your advice is both needed and
appreciated. What more did you learn from your encounter?" 
"These Darga will pose a problem. They are very well coordinated for it appears the two tribes
that live in the western part of Xalla are under the command of Calexis' half-breed son, Draxis. He is
young and inexperienced but highly intelligent and he learns very quickly. Despite only being half-Darga, 
he is stronger and faster than most lizard men, which makes him a most formidable foe. I sensed some
other things about him that concern me, but I will have to investigate them further." 
"What can we expect from the mages?" Elric asked. 
"Destructive magics, most likely," Boric replied. "I would imagine their goal will be to bring down the walls of the city, but I think they will find that more difficult than they expect. The real danger will be to the people in the city once the magic begins to fly. We may be in for a long siege and food may also
become a problem. These are mundane matters, but if the people cannot hold out while we fight the
enemy, then all is lost. We must maintain morale behind the walls and show strength against our foe. I
would also keep an eye out for any who, like Kaledra, might spread talk of surrender. I suspect that was
why the Xallans did not kill him outright. When I was sneaking around in the forest, I heard the Xallans
talking about what the Darga did to Kaledra's people, and how lucky the good Duke was that he was of
use to the Xallans. They are holding his family hostage and, no doubt they will trot him out in some ploy
to convince the Kandaran people that surrender is something worth considering." 
"Should we mount a rescue?" Elric suggested. 
"No," Boric told him. "Kaledra is a traitor and he is finding out just how honorable the Xallans really are. If anything we would be doing him a service by putting an arrow through his skull." 
"You are unforgiving, uncle," Borrican said. 
"I do not forgive oath breakers," Boric told him then he looked to both of his nephews. "Kaldra took an oath, to defend this land and its people and he broke that oath. I ought to kill him myself for such a
betrayal. Now, if you will excuse me, I would rather not wear this Xallan garb a moment longer." 
"Of course," Elric said. "Thank you for bringing this information, uncle." 
Boric nodded to his nephew, the young king, then turned and began to walk from the room, but he
stopped and pointed at the Ranger. "You, with me." 
"Yes, sir Duke," she said and followed him out of the hall. 
"Do you think he was serious?" Borrican asked his brother, looking at the giant axe that their uncle had left sticking out of the wall. 
"I don't think Uncle Boric would actually kill Kaledra," Elric said. "He is injured and in a terrible mood. Let him get cleaned up and I am sure he will be in better humor." 
Borrican was not so sure. He had never seen his uncle in such a dark mood, and something about the
way Boric talked to their father was concerning. It was as though the two of them were continuing a
conversation from another time. Still, Borrican wondered what old king Eric could do to support the war. 
He had become little more than a doddering old man who spent most of his time in the kitchens or visiting
the game wardens to discuss his next meal. It was as though the war was barely happening for the old
king, and perhaps that was part of why Boric was in such a foul mood. 
Outside the royal court, Boric walked briskly through the hall toward his apartments, followed by
the woman in black. 
"What is your name, Ranger?" he asked. 
"Margolis," she said. "Most just call me Margo." 
"Margo it is," Boric said. "You are my new left hand." 
"And your right hand?" 
"That's the one that swings the axe." 


*****
"Keep the blade level and your grip firm but relaxed," Rolan told her. 
Ariana swung the sword in an arc and the elf stepped away, knocking the back of her blade, sending
it further than she intended. Before she could react, Rolan stepped back toward her, his long, thin sword, 
gliding close alongside her neck. 
"Once again. You have been slain." Rolan stepped back along the branch. 
"Lovely," Ariana said with a frown. A slight breeze blew the hair from her face and she brushed it back into place with her free hand. 
"You have all the grace of movement of an elf, but you do are too aggressive in your attacks and you
lose your balance every time. I think you are focusing on moving the blade rather than just moving. Do not
watch my sword. Do not watch me. Merely observe then let your feet guide you and let your blade find
me. 
"I don't understand," Ariana told him. They had been practicing with swords for most of the day
and, compared to Rolan's quick and lithe movements, she felt clumsy as a child. Perhaps Keira was right
to have called her that when she had first come to Elvanar. 
"Keira says you run the trees like a squirrel and she is right. You are certainly better than I was at your age. How is it you can do that, but when I put a sword in your hand, you turn into a lumbering beast." 
"Wonderful. I am either a squirrel or a lumbering beast." Ariana said, not enjoying either
description, especially not the latter. 
"You are both," Rolan replied. "It would be preferable to be neither, to progress beyond such comparisons, and that is why we are here. If you plan to last even a few moments against Quenta, we have
much work to do." 
"I would rather not fight him at all," Ariana said. 
"Then you should not have called him a coward." 
"He struck me." 
"You could have struck him back. That would have been fitting, but now he has made a fuss about
his honor and, unfortunately almost the entire court was present when it happened, so word has spread
around the entire forest. You have caused quite a stir." 
"Can't Laurana just tell people it was a misunderstanding? She is the queen." 
"She is the queen, but she does not rule by individual decree except on certain matters. The Elven
court is different from the court of Maramyr in many ways, but there are some similarities. Did you father, King Gregor, not have a council that he consulted?" 
"Yes, he did. The Royal Council managed the kingdom after his death, with my uncle as regent." 
"And your father respected the members of the council," Rolan told her. "I attended the Court at Maramyr many times and was impressed with how your father sought the wisdom of the council, but there
also were times when he would make a decision that the council disagreed with, but that was his right as
king. He rarely invoked that right, and found that working with the council was often more effective than
forcing them to his will. Queen Laurana has the right to make such decisions on matters pertaining to the
defence of the forest and some of our older traditions, but on most other matters she must convince at least one of the other thrones and, as you can see, one sits empty and Quenta sits in the other, which creates
something of a quandary." 
"Why is one of the thrones empty?" 
"It was vacated many years ago and has yet to be filled. Only a member of the House of Solari may
preside over the court and the last to sit there was your mother." 
"So, why not pick another Solari?" 
"There are none," Rolan told her, "except you, of course." 
"Me?" 
"You are a daughter of the House of Solari, are you not?" 
"I suppose I am." 
"Now you can see why Quenta does not want to recognize you. He sees you as a threat to his
position." 
"But even if I wanted to sit on a throne in Elvanar, how could I threaten his position?" 
"Very easily. In order for a decree to pass, two of the three seats must agree. In the absence of a
third member on the triumvirate, the members of court vote. If a majority of the court members vote for
something Quenta wants, then he can overrule the Queen, unless she uses her veto, which is something she
would not do lightly." 
"But can't he just veto something?" Ariana asked. 
"No, only the queen has the power to forbid something." Rolan thought for a moment. "That's not true. The members of court can also veto a proposed decree, but their vote must be unanimous." 
"Why does it matter?" Ariana asked. "If I am a Princess of Solari, I could just take my seat and even if Quenta doesn't want me to be recognized, then Laurana and I can outvote him." 
"Ah, but there's the rub. Even though the court has already recognized you, in order for it to be
official, two of the three seats must agree. Since you are not yet recognized, you cannot yet vote. We
members of the court voted that Laurana should make the decision, but for it to be official, Quenta must
agree. You see the dilemma?" 
"Yes, I do." 
"So, while it showed great resolve for you to stand up to Quenta and a declaration of strength when
you called him a coward, the chance of him recognizing you went from very small to none," Rolan
explained. 
"Unless I beat him," Ariana said. 
"Exactly. Now we have much work to do if you are to have any chance to defend yourself against
Quenta. He is very skilled with the blade." 
"And I am not," Ariana said, feeling even more discouraged than she had before. 
"Your fight will not only involve blades," Rolan told her, "but we must do what we can to improve your skill. Now, I want you to think about running the trees, moving through the forest the way you learned so quickly." 
"The trees taught me," Ariana told him, though they had not so much taught her as guided her steps. 
"They told me what to do." 
"Then take what you learned and do the same for the blade. Where does it need to be, when, and
how must pressure and speed does it need? Feel the blade instead of thinking about it." 
Ariana sighed and readied her sword again. 
"I will try," she said. Rolan noticed that Ariana had absentmindedly brushed her hair over the
burned side of her face before raising her blade. 
Rolan sighed and lowered his sword. 
"Before we begin again," he said, "I would like to show you something." 
Ariana let her sword drop to her side in frustration. She knew she had only days to practice and the
elf had constantly reminded her how every moment would count. Rolan sensed her irritation. 
"Come," he said. "This will not take long." 
They sheathed their swords and Ariana followed the elf as he leapt from the wide branch and began
making his way through the forest. They had traveled a good distance from the center of the forest to find a quiet place to practice, and now, Rolan led her even further away, working his way downward, from
branch to branch, and finally dropping from the trees to the forest floor. Ariana realized it had been many days since she had really walked on the bare ground, apart from the stone floor of the palace, and she
noticed that she could feel the life in the short grasses and the moss beneath her feet. It was different from how she felt when she touched the trees, but she was still connected to the forest. Ariana also noticed that something was different about the forest, the further they continued in the direction Rolan was leading her and she felt a kind of sorrow growing with every step. 
They emerged from the trees into an open place, where Ariana discovered what caused the sadness
in the trees. The clearing was a scene of destruction. Giant trees, as big as a house were splintered to
pieces as though they had exploded from the inside. Old, dead wood was grey with years of weathering
and charred edges could still be seen where a fire had ravaged through the area. The clearing was very
large and the way the trees were scattered about, it also seemed as though the land itself has twisted in a vortex. Rolan continued onward toward the center of the destruction and Ariana followed him. 
"What happened here?" she asked as they approached the center. 
"Sorrow, and anger," Rolan said. "Great sorrow that turned to anguish and great anger that turned to fury, blind and unbridled rage." 
"Who would do such a thing? Why would someone do this?" Ariana felt her heart cry out and she
understood the pain and confusion she had felt from the forest as they had neared this place. 
"A child of fire," Rolan said. "A powerful mage, whose power is like fire incarnate." 
"But why? What reason would a mage have for attacking the trees?" 
"It was not reason that guided him. Nothing guided him, except grief and frustration. In his pain, he
lost control and his power nearly consumed him. It was a very sad day for the forest, made more so by
what happened here." 
"What would cause such pain, that someone would create such destruction?" 
"The death of your mother." 
"What?" 
"The mage that did this loved your mother very deeply. He loved both your parents, but your mother
was everything to him. He was at Elvanar when he learned of her death, and he fled the palace quickly
and without so much as a word, but we could see the fire already burning in him. It was not long before
we heard the trees crying and felt them dying. 
"Many of us rushed to this place and managed to stop the fire before it spread but the damage had
been done to this place. Even though there are a few new trees finally beginning to grow and grasses have
sprung from the ashes, it will be many years before this part of the forest has recovered and perhaps these scars will never truly heal." 
Ariana touched the side of her face and she thought about what Rolan had told her. 
"What happened with the mage? What stopped him?" she asked, curious. 
"As with most fires, his anger burned itself out and he realized what he had done and he stopped
most of the fire himself, though the tragedy of that day did not end there. One of our members was angered
by what the mage had done and, against the wishes of the crown and the court, sought revenge and
challenged the mage. It was foolish and arrogant and it ended in his death." 
"Whose death?" Ariana asked. "The mage or the elf?" 
"The elf," Rolan said. "I doubt there are many in this world powerful enough to kill the mage. 
Zachary is a power unto himself. I think that was part of why your mother was attracted to him even
though she was pledged marry your father." 
"There is so much I do not know," Ariana said. "I have heard of Zachary. He was the head of the Council of Mages, but I did not know that he and my mother cared for one another." 
"They did," Rolan told her. "It was difficult for both of them when the King commanded her to choose between Zachary and King Gregor, who also sought her hand." 
"The King? What happened to him?" 
"He was the elf who challenged Zachary. He foolishly chose to fan the flames and he too burned
like the forest." 


*****
Zachary poured more sweetwater into his cup and he turned when he felt someone approaching him. 
He saw Carly walking through the crowded tavern toward the bar where he sat. 
"Is there ever a time when you are not drinking, mage?" she asked as she reached over the bar, 
grabbed a cup and slid the bottle in front of her. She poured herself a large cupful of the drink then raised it to the mage. Zachary raised his cup to her as well. 
"I have always been a thirsty sort," he said. "And this establishment serves a fair batch of sweetwater. I wonder who makes it. I would buy a crate." 
"It's a secret pirate recipe," Carly told him with a grin. "You'd have to become a pirate to learn such mysteries." 
"Ah, ancient pirate lore," Zachary said. "If you shared such secrets, everyone would become a pirate." 
"It is an adventuresome life." 
"Thieving on the open sea?" 
"The sea is a thief." 
"How so?" 
"She is the deep waters and she takes what she wants, when she wants it." 
"But the water cannot save herself from the heat of the sun." 
"Then she merely becomes a cloud and then rain and then the sea once again." 
"You know many things for a pirate," Zachary said. 
"I know too many things for a pirate, though it is a life I have come to enjoy." 
"I take it you have remembered some things?" 
"Yes, I have," Carly told him. 
They sat in pensive silence for a few moments. Carly was not entirely happy about having been
reminded of who she really was, but she had decided that such knowledge changed very little for her. 
"Thank you for your help with Aaron," Zachary told her. 
"Thank the Lady, Ehlena," Carly said. "It was all her doing, but I'm glad I was a help. You should speak to him. I have not spent much time with Aaron, and I know little of his history, but I know his heart and it is a true one." 
"That is why I will wait, until he is ready," Zachary said. "I learned long ago not to force things, and I often fail to remember that lesson, but I would rather not make that mistake." 
"The world offers many lessons to us all," Carly mused. "What is a mistake but another opportunity to learn another lesson." 
"Yes, and sometimes we have to learn them more than once, before we finally begin to understand." 
"You are wise for your years." 
"To one such as you, I may be young, but I have packed a great deal of living into my life, perhaps
too much," Zachary said. 
"Why not stay by the sea, Zachary? Apart from the storms, which are Ehlena's fault, the waters are
most often peaceful." 
"It is tempting," Zachary said, "and I may consider such an offer, but you know as well as I do that there are things that must be done to halt the power of this king who has become a god. If he is not
stopped, once he has conquered the land, no doubt he will turn to the sea." 
"Only a fool would think to control the sea," Carly said, then she laughed as she took a sip from her cup, "although, if memory serves, you did something like that a few days past." 
"Well, I have always been something of a fool," Zachary said. 


*****
Upstairs at the inn, Aaron sat on the edge of the bed opposite Stavros, who sat in the chair. Ehlena
reclined against the pillows and listened as the mage explained the basic workings of magic. She found it
helpful since, even though she had the Lady's power and knowledge, calling upon either of them felt like
she had to give up herself in a way and let the essence of the Lady take over, because she had known so
little of magic before, and Stavros' explanations were as interesting and thoughtful as they were
instructive. 
"I learned some of this from Ariana," Aaron told the mage. "She began teaching me the things she learned from Calthas." 
"Calthas," Stavros said with a smile. "He is a rather clever fellow. It was fortunate that you met with him, for I might not have found you otherwise." 
"You would have found him, Stavros," Ehlena said. 
"Yes, with enough help," Stavros said with a chuckle. "There is that." 
"Please, continue," she said. 
"We know you have the power of fire," Stavros said. "You inherited that from Zachary, but my brother told me of some things that suggest to me you may also have other magics as well. It is almost
certain that you have earth magic in addition to fire. These are considered pure elemental powers. Most
mages are able to use most elements to some degree or another, but very few can command it in its pure
form and even fewer still can use more than one in such a way." 
"Why do you think I might be able to use earth magic?" Aaron asked. "Everything has been fire. 
Always fire." 
"Not always," Stavros said. "Tell me, Aaron, do you ever remember a tree blossoming in the
middle of winter or grass growing where there was none before?" 
Aaron thought about it and he did remember something like that happening once. 
"Tarnath would leave messages for me at the town of Ashford to let me know how you were doing. 
They were written in a cipher only we understood, based on a game we played when we were boys. In
them he mentioned such things." 
"Did he also mention the terrible headaches I was having?" Aaron asked. 
"He did," Stavros said, "but only in his last letters. With the priesthood searching for mages so relentlessly, it had been quite some time since I was able to visit. I am sorry, Aaron." 
"I know," Aaron said. "It was just difficult sometimes because it was always there." 
"It was your power, Aaron, which is always there. The difference is, now it cannot hurt you." 
"But it can hurt others. I saw what Zachary did." 
"I would imagine that your affinity for earth magic might make you feel even more outrage over such
an act, but I can assure you, your father regrets what he did, to this day." 
"Please do not call him that," Aaron said. " Zachary might be the reason I was born, but he is not my father. My whole life I believed that my parents died and that Tarnath was really my uncle. Now I know it
was all a lie." 
"Yes, it was a lie, Aaron, but it was told to protect you," Stavros said. 
"I know, but it doesn't change things. It doesn't change that I was the one who set the fire. It was my power that killed them, Stavros, power I inherited from Zachary, and even though he is supposed to be
this great mage, I have seen what can happen when his power is let loose. I never want to let that happen. 
I don't ever want to use that power." 
"You cannot avoid it, Aaron," Stavros insisted. "It is not something you can control. Pure elemental power such as you possess is like rainwater filling a cistern. If it is not used, it will eventually overflow, and that is why you must learn to work with your power. Having power is one thing, but being skilled in
its use and knowing how to direct it and bend it to your purpose is quite another." 
Aaron was still not sure what to think of what he had learned and it was difficult not to believe
Stavros, because talking to him was almost like talking to Tarnath. They had the same face, the same
voice, even some of the same expressions, but they were also different and it was those differences that
made Aaron suspicious. He was also frustrated because as much as he had wanted to know his parents, he
was angry at Zachary because of the memory of what he saw. He was also horrified that he had done the
same thing, making a fire that had killed the people who cared about him. That was something Aaron
wished was not real but deep down he knew it was true. He knew the truth of it as well as he could feel
Ehlena sitting on the bed an arm's length away from him, or Carly and Zachary down at the tavern of the
inn, or the dark power that lurked far to the north and so much else about the world that he could now feel. 
It was overwhelming, this knowledge, this power, and he almost wished he could go back to just having
headaches, as painful as they were. 
"What if I don't want it?" Aaron asked. "Can't I get rid of it?" 
"You cannot be other than who you are, Aaron," Ehlena said. 
"What about Carly?" Aaron asked. "She isn't who she is." 
"And yet, her power endures," Stavros said. "She can deny her identity, but she is still who she is." 
"But she is a goddess," Aaron said. "I am just me. Aaron." 
"Yes, you are you," Ehlena told him. "Always remember that, Aaron." 
"I wish I could forget." Aaron frowned. "I need to think about all of this and I am tired of staring the walls of this room. Am I allowed to go outside?" 
"Yes, of course," Stavros told him. "Can you see the marks I have put on the walls of this room?" 
"Yes." Aaron could see the white lines of power that glowed faintly around them. 
"If you can draw such lines, then the mages of the priesthood will not be able to sense your magic. It is important that you remain hidden from them, for they would love nothing more than to take control of
your power." 
"Everyone wants power," Aaron said, his voice sullen. "What is the point of it?" 
"Many lust after power for its own sake," Stavros said. "I have often wondered why, myself, but whether it makes any sense, it is simply a truth of the world." 
"Fine," Aaron said. "Show me how to make the marks." 
"It is very simple. The easiest way is to use something to focus your power. Since you only need a
small amount, your finger will do." 
Aaron pointed his finger. 
"All you need to do is release the smallest amount of power from the tip of your finger, but not fire, just energy." 
Aaron remembered the few things Ariana had showed him, how he once used too much power and
nearly burned her arm. He was nervous that he might use too much energy again, but he was determined to
try. He felt the power within him like a river with so many currents, running in different directions and he pulled the smallest amount he could and let it flow into his finger. 
"That's good, Aaron," Stavros said. "Now release it into the air and draw a line." 
Aaron did and he saw a white line of energy hover in the air. He stopped and pulled his finger away
and the line dissipated. 
"It disappeared." 
"I needs an anchor point," Stavros explained. "Look past the markings in the room. Can you see other lines of power, ones that are part of this place, part of the wood of the walls or the air in the room, even the sound of the people?" 
Aaron looked more carefully and he could see a myriad of lines of energy interconnecting
everything like an intricate living web that was forever moving and changing. 
"I think so," Aaron told him. 
"Do you see any that look as though they are unlikely to change, that might be permanent?" 
"Yes," Aaron said, "but they are in the ground underneath the inn and the current that moves past the harbor is less constant than the rock but it seems stronger and more sure even though it moves." 
"Interesting," Stavros said. He was surprised that Aaron could sense the currents in the water. 
"Large lines like those in the stone or the currents in the sea are only necessary for much larger and more permanent spells. What about the lines in your shirt?" 
"My shirt?" Aaron looked down at his clothes and he saw the various patterns in the threads from
which it was made, some stronger than others, which gave it structure, heavier stitches where pieces of
cloth were joined together. "I see some lines, but they move as well." 
"But your shirt isn't going to disappear in the next few moments," Stavros said. 
"It's an old shirt, but it might last a while longer." 
"Good, then draw another line and connect it to somewhere on your shirt or your boot." 
Aaron touched his finger to the cuff of his sleeve and drew a line. 
"Now touch that line and tell it to disperse." Stavros watched as Aaron dispelled the line. "Now draw a few more lines in circles around you, anchoring them to your feet or your belt, and try to space
them evenly and see what happens. Once a line is anchored, you can connect others to it or use it as an
anchor point, though it will not be as strong." 
Aaron did as Stavros instructed until he was surrounded by at nearly half a dozen circles. 
"Excellent," Stavros said. "With practice, you will be able to create such lines with little more than a thought. Using your finger or an object is usually for learning or for focusing large amounts of energy. 
With your thoughts, you can create much finer patterns and you can do it as quickly as your mind is able to determine what they should be. Now, the final step is to take a small amount of your power and let it flow
in all directions and telling the lines you have drawn to catch it and hold it, without drawing it in. You
want to create a sphere and have it expand out until the lines become its support and structure. Use your
power to create a surface that will fit inside the lines of power." 
"A sphere." Aaron thought about it for a moment. "Like a soap bubble?" 
"Yes," Stavros said, chuckling at the idea. "That would be a fair description of it, except it is made of energy instead of soap." 
Aaron let go of a small amount of power and he felt it flow into the air around him. He could feel
his connection to the lines he had drawn and he could sense his released power grow near to them. He
thought of the soap bubbles from all the times Tarnath made him do the washing, and he remembered the
old man making him a beard out of soap suds one time when he was just a boy. He remembered the soap
bubbles gathered around Ehlena in the bath at the inn where they had stayed when they first met, and he
remembered the soft curves of her naked body floating languidly in the water. Aaron also remembered
when her godfather was killed and when Tarnath had died and he felt the heat of anger rise in him. His
head began to whirl with all the conflicting thoughts and emotions of everything that had happened to him, 
and all the things he had discovered. 
"Careful, lad," Stavros said, and the way he spoke reminded Aaron so very much of Tarnath. 
Aaron let go of all the thoughts that were cluttering up his mind and he focused on the circular lines
he had drawn and the energy that floated in the air. He imagined a giant soap bubble, shiny with myriad
colors and the energy flowed outward to the lines and finally took shape, settling into place. 
"Is that it?" Aaron asked. 
Stavros glanced at Ehlena and she nodded. 
"Well done, my boy," he said with a laugh. "You've not only hidden your power, but you've also turned yourself invisible." 
"Invisible?" Aaron was surprised. "But I can see myself." He held up his hand and realized it had become translucent. "I can sort of see myself," he corrected himself. 
"Aaron," Stavros said. "Try thinking about being visible." 
Aaron shrugged and imagined himself becoming visible and he saw his hand become more solid
looking. 
"That's better," Stavros said. Ehlena leaned forward on the bed. 
"Aaron, when you made the barrier around yourself, did you see any colors?" 
"Yes, they were part of the soap bubble," he told her. 
Ehlena smiled, giggling a little, and she reminded him of how she was when they traveled together
to Maramyr. His thoughts quickly went to the memory of her in the bath and when they went swimming
together, and Aaron felt his cheeks grow warm and something stirred deep inside him. He pushed those
thoughts away, remembering that she was now a goddess and it was probably not polite to think about her
in such a way. 
"What colors did you see?" Ehlena asked. Aaron shrugged. 
"All of them, I think," he told her. 
Ehlena glanced at Stavros, then looked back at Aaron. It was unexpected, but not surprising that he
should have such range to his power. With the knowledge of the Lady, Ehlena understood so much more
about the world, but Aaron's power was fascinating. 
"Well done, Aaron," she said, letting the matter drop. "It's important that the priesthood can't find you and it's even more important that Cerric, this god-king, can't find you either, for he will covet your
power as he covets all those in the world who have power." 
Aaron frowned. He did not want to be hunted by mage priests and their one god. He did not want to
have anything to do with Cerric, even though the thought of what he had done to Ariana angered him. Still, 
these were matters of mages and kings, gods who walked the land, and all Aaron really wanted was to
live in the cottage near Ashford and laugh with his uncle. He knew none of that was possible now, but the
last thing he wanted was to hurt anyone with his power, and now that he was coming to understand it, he
was afraid of it. It was overwhelming to be a mage and he did not know how Stavros and Zachary could
stand it. 
"Thank you for showing me how to hide from the priesthood, Stavros," Aaron said. "And thank you for helping me understand, Ehlena. All of this is very confusing and I have a lot to think about. I need
some time to think. I would like to walk around the island and sort out my thoughts." Aaron picked up his sword belt and slung it around his waist. 
"Of course," Stavros said. "You've been cooped up in this room for days. It's about time you got some fresh air. Then we have a lot of work to do, Aaron. There is much I can teach you and much you
need to learn." 
"Thank you, Stavros," Aaron said. 
"Would you like me to come with you?" Ehlena asked. Aaron looked at her for a long moment. 
"I would," he told her, "but I need some time alone, to think." 
"As you wish," Ehlena said. 
Aaron smiled at them both and walked out of the room. Stavros turned to Ehlena. 
"He is uncomfortable with his power," he said. "I cannot think of any mage who would willingly even consider giving up such a gift." 
"Aaron is different than most," Ehlena agreed. "The fact that he does not desire power for its own sake makes him worthy of being entrusted with it." 
"I have always believed that we quest to learn to become greater, more knowledgeable, more
powerful," Stavros said. "Though he learns quickly and comes to it naturally, I am concerned that he is unwilling to accept his responsibility to embrace that power and pursue the knowledge of who he is." 
"Knowledge itself is a most often a noble pursuit, but that is seldom true of the pursuit of power
itself," Ehlena said. "We must be patient with him. Aaron has great gifts but he has suffered much and his trust has been shaken. We must do what we can to allay his fears, for we will need his help in the coming
days." 
Ehlena sighed, then she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Stavros held out his hand and
helped her to her feet. 
"Thank you, Stavros. You always have been a perfect gentleman." 
"It is my honor, Lady...Ehlena," Stavros found it irreverently mundane to call the goddess by name and he also found it a little disconcerting that she knew so much about him even though they had only just
met. He had a long list of questions he hoped to ask her and, since they had some time, he thought a little more irreverence might not hurt. "Have you ever tried pirate sweetwater?" 
"No," she replied. 
"If Carly and Zachary haven't drank it all, perhaps we could enjoy a cup." 


*****
As he made his way down the stairs from the rooms of the inn to the tavern on the main floor, Aaron
thought about being invisible again and he held up his hand for a moment to make sure it was translucent. 
Satisfied that no one could see him, he descended the stairs into the busy tavern. Across the room, he
spotted Carly and Zachary, sitting at the bar, chatting animatedly and laughing about something. He was
not sure how to feel about Zachary, and he wanted to ask him so many things, but he was angry about the
fact that his father had not been in his life, and that the mage could sit there with a smile on his face when he had done the horrible things Aaron had witnessed. He looked at Carly for a moment, and wanted to
thank her for helping him, for bringing him with her to Meer Island and for quenching the fire that had
nearly overpowered him, diminishing its fury with her own deep power, and for being a friend. She was
the only one who did not seem to want anything from him. Aaron decided he did not want to get into a
conversation with Zachary, so he continued toward the doorway of the tavern and walked out of the inn. 
It was late in the day and the streets were busy with people making their way to their homes or the
various taverns and other establishments that lined the main street of the town that overlooked the pirate
harbor. The sky above was already turning from blue to brilliant red and orange, and it seemed almost
strange to Aaron to be outside the inn. He could feel the cool mist of the ocean air on his skin, with its
gritty saltiness carried by a steady breeze. Still invisible, Aaron navigated his way down the street and
toward the harbor where a number of large ships and smaller boats were moored, though not a large
number given Meer Island's reputation as the home of the pirates. Aaron imagined they must have more
ships somewhere and he thought about using his power to see if there were more ships somewhere else at
the island, but he decided against it. Other than making sure the priesthood or Cerric could not find him, 
he wanted nothing to do with his powers, so the less he used them, the better. 
Aaron made his way down to the docks and saw Malek talking with a group of pirates. Their
conversation appeared to be about something important, for all the people at the docks were gathering
around to hear what was being said. 
"You'd be willing to swear to that?" asked a large, dark-haired man with a stiff black beard, who appeared to be the leader of the group. 
"Aye," Malek said. "It's the truth of it. I barely had enough to pay for the cost of all those trips I made. Look at my ship. Don't you think I'd have a bigger one if my share of the gold amounted to
anything?" 
"True," said the other man, and the other pirates nodded in agreement. "I wondered what nonsense she was talking when she said she was clear of her debt." 
"Carly gets strange notions in her head," Malek said. "You ever notice how she changes the way she talks and acts. It's like she's pretending to be someone she isn't. I don't know what game she's playing at but I don't trust her." 
"Well, she's cosied up to those mages so there's not much we can do, but by rights, she shouldn't be
here at Meer." The other man glanced at the men standing around him. "We've got a right to demand she leave the island. Maybe the mages will leave as well. I say we march right up there and deal with it right
now. I, for one, am done walking on eggshells around these mages and this is pirate business! We've a
right to enforce the code on our island." 
Aaron stepped out of the way as the group of pirates, who had been riled up by their leader, began
marching up the road toward the town. He thought about warning Carly that trouble was on the way, but he
noticed that almost all of the pirates had left the harbor. There was only one large ship that still had crew aboard, and they did not seem particularly interested in whatever the group of pirates were doing so
Aaron hoped they would ignore him as well. 
He walked onto Malek's ship and checked the stores to make sure there was water and food aboard. 
It appeared that Malek was only part of the way through restocking the supplies but Aaron figured there
would be enough to last a while for one person. He checked the wind and, though it was not ideal, he
figured it was enough for him to sail the small ship out of the harbor. Quickly, he drew a series of lines, sending the power outward from his fingertip in large arcs big enough to encircle the ship, then he untied
the heavy lines of rope from the moorings and gathered some of his power into his body then pushed the
side of the ship away from the dock, keeping his hand on the ship's rail and jumping onto the deck as the
ship rocked in the water and floated out into the harbor. 
Aaron unfurled the shortsail at the front of Malek's small ship and used it to catch the wind, 
adjusting the angle so the nose of the ship came about and began to move toward the mouth of the harbor. 
Aaron was glad he had paid attention to the things Malek had taught him when they had sailed down the
river and across the sea, and even though he felt a moment of guilt about taking the ship, he knew from the things he had seen in Carly's mind when he and the pirate girl who was not just a pirate girl had touched, 
that the pirate should have more than enough gold to buy himself a new ship. Aaron thought it would be
amusing to see how he would explain that, after swearing publicly before the other pirates that he did not. 
As Aaron began to sail the small ship toward the mouth of the harbor, he heard yelling from the
crew that had remained aboard the one ship. He saw them standing at the rail and pointing at him and he
realized that it must look a little strange to see a ship unfurling its own sails and piloting itself across the water. He picked up one of the oars from its resting spot along inside of the rail and waved it at them, 
smiling even though he knew they could only see the part of the oar that was outside the sphere that kept
him invisible. Aaron did not like the fact that he was sneaking away, but at least he could say goodbye in
some way. 
Aboard the Al-Andor, Sten watched with several of the crew as the small ship made its way to the
mouth of the harbor and began to ride the larger waves of the open sea. The large sail unfurled and caught
the wind at a rough angle, billowing and pulling the ship on an angle toward the sea break and Sten
worried that the ship might run aground but it corrected itself and continued back on course. A few
moments later, the ship disappeared, and all that was left was a dip in the water where its hull had been. 
"Strange things abound on this isle," Sten said aloud. 
"Aye," Rika replied. "I expect we'll see a lot more in the coming days." 
"I don't doubt that," Sten agreed. 
"Should we send a message to the Lady, Ehlena to let her know about this?" 
"I do not doubt she already knows," Sten said. "It's her wind in those sails." 


*****
"Is everything all right?" Stavros asked, noticing that Ehlena seemed to be distracted. 
"No," she said. "Aaron has left the island." 
"What's this?" Zachary asked, having heard her. 
"He travels toward the mainland," Carly said. 
"We must try to stop him," Stavros said. "There is no telling what kind of trouble he might get himself into." 
Ehlena looked at Stavros, then at Zachary. 
"No," she said. "Let him go. We have helped him, and for now, that is all we can do. You, yourself said power cannot be controlled, only guided." 
"Should we not continue to guide him?" Stavros asked. " Aaron has so much to learn." 
"And when does that guidance become control?" Ehlena asked, considering the turn of events. 
"Now that his will is his own and he is free from the magics of others, Aaron must find his own path. 
Besides, it appears we have other problems." 
Ehlena turned toward the door to the inn and a moment later it burst open as a large group of
pirates, led by Lanos-Meer and Malek entered the tavern. 
"Here comes trouble," Carly said. 
"Will you need our assistance, Carly?" Stavros asked. 
"No, I can deal with this lot," Carly said and she stood from her seat as Lanos walked up to her and thrust a finger in her face. 
"It is time for a talk, Carly," he said. 
"Talk then," she replied. "But get your finger out of my face before I cut it off." 
"You would threaten me? I am Lanos-Meer the king of Meer Island and you have already shown
yourself to be nothing but a common cur, with no honor and no code." 
"Please continue, Lanos," Carly said. "Recite the code for me. Tell everyone here the pirate code. I am sure they would all like to know." 
"What nonsense are you talking?" 
"You claim to be the king of the pirates but you don't even know the code." Carly shook her head. 
"How the mighty pirates of Meer have fallen. You bicker and fight amongst yourselves, pilfering from one another left and right, then you talk of honor and you dare to call upon the code. Tell everyone, Lanos-Meer. What is the pirate code?" 
"It is what I say it is!" 
"What is it then?" 
"Do any of you know the code that was created by your ancestor the great pirate, Faltan?" 
"The code says we get an equal share and an equal say," Malek said. 
"Very good, Malek," Carly said. "It seems you haven't been sleeping all this time." 
"What else does the code say?" 
"We choose our leader," shouted another pirate. 
"Yes, you do," Carly told them. "And when you choose that leader, is there not an oath?" 
"I remember, there's an oath," said another pirate. 
"And what is that oath?" Carly asked. 
"To abide by the code," shouted another one. 
"And what is the code?" 
The pirates looked at each other and it was obvious that none of them knew. Lanos and Malek
looked at each other, not sure what to do, for their plan had been blown off course and they were not sure
where Carly was heading. 
"The first rule of the pirate's code," Carly said, "is that each member of the crew will have an equal share of any spoils, but the Captain gets double and the officers get an extra half share. The second rule is that each member of the crew will have an equal vote, no exceptions." She stared at Malek. "The third rule is honor among pirates, that we do not steal from one another and we do not lie to one another. The
fourth rule of the code; obey the captain's orders during battle. The fifth rule is to give quarter when
craved and to respect the white flag. The sixth rule is to aid those without sail or water. The seventh rule is to keep the watch. The eighth is no drink unless anchored or ashore. The ninth is that a tenth of the prize will go to the ship. And the tenth rule is; should a ship be lost, the Captain will be the last to leave." 
"Yes, Carly, you're a very smart lass," Malek said, with no small amount of sarcasm. "So you've memorized the code. What is the point you're making." 
"What is the oath you swore when you became Lanos-Meer?" Carly pointed at Lanos. 
"I've had enough of this," Lanos said. 
"What is the oath you swore?" Carly said again, her voice now more powerful. Ehlena and the two
mages could feel the power suddenly in the air around them and Zachary noticed the glass bottle on the
bar begin to bead with condensation. "Recite the oath you swore, word for word." 
"What is the point of all this?" Malek asked, with a nervous expression on his face. 
"The oath!" Carly repeated. 
"Fine," Lanos said. "I swear to honor and defend the code and should I fail then the sea herself shall take me down." 
"That is the oath you swore." Carly said, then she turned to Malek. "It is the oath of every captain of every ship and every member of every crew. Follow the code or risk the wrath of the sea." 
Sea water rose up from the floor of the tavern and gathered in the air to either side of Carly, white
capped like waves about to crash. The pirates' eyes grew wide at the sight of the water and the change in
the woman, whose skin had taken on a blue-green hue and who appeared to them as though she were
underwater, like some dread mermaid. Carly waved her hand in the slightest of motions and the wall of
water that had gathered around her and was now filling the floor of the tavern surged forward. The waves
crashed upon the pirates, sending them spilling toward the door, taking wooden chairs and benches with
them. 
As Carly walked out of the tavern after them them, Zachary turned to Ehlena and Stavros. 
"Please remind me not to get on the bad side of a goddess," he said. 
Ehlena looked at him. "You've no room to make such a comment, Zachary." 
"I know," he replied. "Just the same, I'd still rather not be on the bad side of a goddess." 
"Should we not do something?" Stavros asked. 
"She is the sea," Ehlena said. "What can the wind do but make her more furious?" 
"I suppose someone must do something," Zachary said, getting up from his seat and heading for the door. He glanced back at Ehlena and Stavros. "Did I not just ask you to remind me of something?" 
Outside, the pirates were pushing themselves to their feet, coughing and spluttering from the
seawater they had swallowed and, as they stood, they looked up and saw the most fearsome sight. The
other people of the pirate isle cowered at the sight, for the water that had gathered inside the tavern was now mirrored in the sea around the island as giant waves had risen high above the island in all directions, and now stood poised and raging in place, ready to crash down upon them all. Carly walked toward the
pirates, a vision of unrelenting fury as Lanos, Malek and the others scrambled to get away from her. 
Carly was deep in the throes of her vengeance as her power flooded through her, a power she had
denied for so long and,, once again, she knew who she was, for she was the sea, the rain, the lake and the
stream; she was many things to many people; cities were named for her; and some claimed they had
knowledge of her, but they had forgotten her true nature, and so had she. She remembered everything now, 
the power of her tides, the relentless wrath of her storms, her unforgiving depths, they too were in her
nature, for she was Mara, goddess of the sea. She felt a tap on her shoulder and she turned to see the
mage, Zachary smiling at her. He stepped around her, with his hand on the side of her arm and, before she
could say anything, he pulled her into his strong arms and planted a kiss right on her mouth. 
The oceans began to fall and a great wind rose as Ehlena stood in the doorway of the tavern and
pushed the waves away from the island. The waves fell with a great crash that was echoed by a clap as
Carly, who had once again become the goddess, slapped Zachary. 
"You hit like a goddess?" he said, rubbing his cheek. 
"Did I give you permission to do that?" she asked. 
"I just kissed you, Carly," Zachary said. 
"If you didn't like it, I won't do it again," he replied. "In the meantime, would you mind not destroying the island. I do enjoy the sweetwater they serve here." 
Carly stared at him with a look of utter frustration on her face then she turned and stormed away
down the street. 
"Interesting approach," Stavros said. 
"She is a goddess," Zachary said. "Fighting her was probably not a wise idea, so I thought I might as well try something else." 
"I will see to her," Stavros offered, then he hurried off after her as Ehlena walked over to where Zachary stood, still rubbing his cheek. 
"It is time we left this island, Zachary," she said. "I must return to Aghlar and you must find your son. He is on his own journey, but Stavros is right, there is much Aaron has yet to learn and much only you can teach him." 
"Do you know where he is going?" 
"That I do not know, but I will keep my ear to the wind and it will tell me soon enough." 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Keira helped Ariana into the outfit of elven armor that Rolan had arranged for her, cinching tight the
light green leather corset and adjusting the straps that held the lightweight elven steel bracers that covered her forearms. Ariana looked at herself in the large mirror, at the tight-fitting, intricately patterned leather and shining steel, and she was amazed at how easily she could move and how little it weighed. 
"You look very much like an elven warrior, Squirrel," Keira said. 
"Thank you, Keira," Ariana replied. 
The elven woman had decided to accompany her wherever she went, almost like a retainer, except
Ariana had not asked it of her. Keira was not one to be dissuaded though, and she continued to call her
Squirrel, though Ariana had convinced her not to do it when other elves were around. 
"Remember the things Rolan taught you and what you have learned from the trees. You will be
fine." From the bed, Keira picked up a large, finely lacquered and ornately carved wooden box and
carried it over to Ariana. 
"How is it that we have things made of wood in Elvanar yet the trees do not object?" Ariana asked. 
The box was beautiful, but she could not imagine the elves cutting down trees for the purpose of making
such things. 
"They give freely of themselves," Keira explained. "A branch may break and it is a gift, or those like you, who have the power of the trees and the living earth may call forth new growth and ask the trees
to give back the power you have given. If you cut your hair, what use do you have for the clippings?" 
"I see," Ariana said. It made sense. "What is in the box?" 
"A gift, from Rolan. He is very helpful to you." 
"Yes, he is. Rolan has taken care of many things for me here." 
"Perhaps too many things," Keira said. 
"What do you mean?" 
"Unlike the trees, people seldom give freely of themselves," Keira said. "I believe Rolan seeks your favor. For what I do not know, but it is also the opinion of Queen Laurana." 
"You have spoken with her?" 
"She inquired about your wellbeing," Keira said. "I told her you were well." 
"Why has she not called upon me herself?" Ariana asked. She had tried to see Laurana but had been rebuffed by the queen's retainers. "There is much I would like to ask her." 
"She has favored you with the court, but now she must remain independent of both you, her niece
and Quenta, her son. Still, she does wish you well and is hopeful for a peaceful outcome to your contest." 
"As do I," Ariana said. She wished she did not have to fight Quenta, but it had been explained to her by both Rolan and Keira that the matter would not be laid to rest until Quenta had successfully defended
himself from her accusation of cowardice. "It cannot be helped, I suppose. I will just be glad when this is over." 
Arianan opened the box and inside, laying on a bed of fine fabric, she found a mask, similar to the
one Laurana wore, except that it was silver, like Quenta's. 
"It is beautiful," Ariana said as she picked it up and held it in front of her face. 
"It belonged to your mother," Keira said as she laid the box back on the bed. "Rolan said he thought it fitting that you should wear it." 
"It is strange to think of my mother here at Elvanar," Ariana said, dropping the mask from her face and turning it over her hand. "I barely remember her, except for her face, which is so much like
Laurana's." 
"You are like her in many ways," Keira said. 
"Did you know my mother?" 
"A little. I was one of those responsible for guarding her when she traveled outside of Elvanar." 
"Then you have been to Maramyr?" 
"Yes," Keira said. "I have been there many times." 
"You were a member of my mother's guard? Did I ever meet you?" 
"Most of the time, the children stayed in the palace," Keira told her. "But I did meet you once when you were very young. Your father brought you out to see us." 
"It all feels so far away," Ariana said. "I wish I knew more about my parents." 
"They were honorable people," Keira said. 
"Rolan told me a story about my mother. He said she was in love with another man, a mage named
Zachary. Is that true?" 
"I cannot speak of the feelings of another, but they spent much time together, yes." 
"He showed me what the mage did to the forest," Ariana told her. "I do not know whether to hate him for what he did or to feel sorry for him. If his grief was so great, he must have loved my mother very
much." 
"Many elves have expressed the same. While Zachary will never be forgiven for the things he did, 
some have said they felt much sympathy for him, and shared in his grief. It is possible he would have been
forgiven the burning of the forest over time, but he killed our king, and for that, he has been declared an enemy of Elvanar." 
"Rolan did not explain how that happened." 
"This does not surprise me. It is embarrassing to those who believe our race to be better than the
others. King Quoren was a fool to attack the mage when he was in that state. He was burned to
nothingness in nearly an instant. That is what happened." 
"Is it possible that Zachary could be so powerful?" 
"I did not see it happen, but the trees do not lie and they fear Zachary more than fire." 
"Did you know him as well?" 
"Yes. I knew him," Keira said, but Ariana got the feeling she did want to say more. Keira stepped around behind her and guided her hand that held the mask back to her face, then adjusted the leather straps that held it in place. 
"If you were part of my mother's guard, I suppose you would have met a lot of people. Why do you
live by yourself out in the forest?" 
"I failed in my duty," Keira said then she donned her own mask. "I hope to correct that. Come, it is time you proved Quenta to be both a fool and a coward, just like his father." 
Ariana did not ask Keira what she meant by what she had said, and silently followed her out of the
room. 
They arrived at an open area in the inner city where two large branches intersected and were
surrounded by higher branches that ran in a circle around them. Ariana looked up and saw hundreds of
elves, all wearing masks and perched upon the branches like so many birds. Among them, she spotted
Laurana and the members of court, and standing ahead on the higher of the two large intersecting branches
was Quenta, waiting for her. 
"You travel alone from here," Keira said. "His arm is stronger than yours, and he is quicker with a blade, but you are faster, like a squirrel, and the trees like you so I think you will have their help." With that parting advice, Keira leapt away, upward and almost impossibly high to land among the other
spectators. 
Ariana wondered how the elven woman had been able to leap so high, but she caught a faint hint of
power lingering in the air and she wondered what abilities Keira might have. More importantly, she
wondered if she too could use her power in such a way. Out of time to ponder such things, she leapt up to
the lower of the two large branches, then up to the higher one, to stand opposite Quenta. 
"Three strikes," Laurana said, her voice echoing with power. "The first to be marked thrice will be the lesser warrior and the last to concede will be the braver." 
Ariana wondered about the reasoning behind the terms of the match. Keira had explained that
Laurana and the Court set the rules of a duel such as this. It seemed they had given her a way to win, even if Quenta managed to strike her three times. All she had to do was refuse to lose. 
"You were a fool to challenge me," Quenta said. 
"You were a fool to strike me without reason, cousin," Ariana replied, reminding him of their
relation. 
"I have reason enough," Quenta told her from behind his mask. 
"The court has set an additional rule," Laurana announced from above. "No steel." 
"What's this?" Quenta hissed. 
"By unanimous decision," Laurana added. And two masked elves leapt from the branches carrying
wooden swords with bright red, painted blades. 
"It seems the Queen would have us playing with wooden swords," Ariana said as she handed over
her sword and took one of the painted blades. "I suppose it is fitting for two bickering children." 
"Unlike you, I am not a child," Quenta replied as he grudgingly exchanged his steel for a wooden
blade. 
"Then perhaps you should stop acting like one," Ariana told him and she thought she caught a smile from one of the elves before they leapt away, returning to their positions among the spectators. She
noticed the blade of her sword appeared to be wet and she understood the point of them. Instead of a
sharp edge cutting either of them, whatever the dark red substance that had been applied to the blade was
would mark them, counting as a strike. 
"You will pay for your continued insolence, half-breed," Quenta told her. 
"Is that what this is about?" Ariana asked. "You dislike me because of my parentage?" 
"It was a mistake to welcome others into the forest. Your mother brought shame upon all of Elvanar
when she spread her legs for them." 
"Do we just begin or must we wait for your mother to start this match?" Ariana asked. "I very much want to hit you right now." 
"Let the match begin!" Laurana said. 
Ariana dashed forward, thrusting the point of her wooden blade at Quenta's masked face. He ducked
just in time then brought his own blade up toward her arm, but she had already pulled her sword back and
parried his blow. She threw her shoulder into his chest and knocked him backwards, guessing he was not
expecting her to attack so quickly. Quenta stumbled back, then he quickly regained his balance and, with a
hard push, he threw her away from him, sending her sailing high into the air. Ariana twisted around, and
got her feet underneath her in time to land on the wide tree branch. At least Quenta had not thrown her off, not yet anyway. Ariana was amazed at his strength and she realized how dangerous it had been for her to
move in so close to him. 
Quenta leapt at her, his sword ready to strike and Ariana remembered how Keira had leapt up to the
high branches. She sent her power to her feet and asked the trees to guide her then leapt over Quenta. As
he rushed past, Quenta raised the tip of his sword high and came within a finger's width of touching her. 
Ariana landed on the branch and turned to find the elf already rushing at her. She blocked as he swung his
sword in a slashing blow and the force of his wooden blade hitting her own rattled her fingers. Before she
could think, he swung again, harder and faster, hammering away at her and it was all Ariana could do to
block his blows. He had her pinned and the impact of his sword smashing against hers, drover Ariana to
her knees. She knew she had to get away. As Quenta raised his sword, she dropped and rolled to the side
and kept rolling, dropping off the side of the giant branch. 
I am like a squirrel, Keira had told her, and Ariana grasped the tiny grooves in the bark of the thick
tree with her fingers then she used her power to make her feet grip it as well. Making sure she kept enough pressure with her power to hold her to the tree, she stood up and started running around the underside of
the branch, coming up the other side behind Quenta, who was peering over the edge where she had fallen. 
He turned at the last second and blocked her sword, then she saw his power fill his eyes and he thrust his
other hand toward her with an open palm, sending a wave of dense air at her. Ariana flew backwards, out
into the open air, the breath knocked out of her but she called the trees to stop her before she fell. A new branch sprouted from the side of the large branch and she caught it at its tip and swung herself around and back to safety. Quenta was already on her and, before she could raise her sword to block him, he swung
his sword hard into her shoulder. His blade glanced off the elven steel but it left a bright red mark where it had connected and Ariana was glad they were not using real swords. She did not know how strong the
elven steel was that ran the length of her upper arm, but she doubted it would have held against a sharp
elven sword. 
"First mark!" Laurana called out from above. 
Quenta did not stop. He raised his sword for another blow, but Ariana rolled away again, hoping to
disappear beneath the tree. Quenta reached out with his hand again and Ariana felt the rush of his power
as he commanded the tree. Another branch sprouted right in her path and she slammed into it. Quenta
dashed toward her and swung his sword as she was freeing herself from the branch. Ariana managed to
duck around behind the branch and Quenta's sword struck it instead of her. She thrust her own blade at
him, grazing his forearm and leaving a mark then she ran under the tree again. Quenta followed as Laurana
called out the first mark for Ariana. 
"You call me a coward and then you run away," Quenta said as he followed Ariana under the tree. 
Ariana was still too winded to respond so she kept running around the underside of the tree and
back to the topside. Quenta fell back, slower at running the trees than she was, and Ariana took a moment
to catch her breath, knowing that if she would have to face him sooner or later it might as well be sooner. 
As Quenta appeared atop the branch, Ariana raised her sword, ready for him as he walked slowly toward
her, his own sword ready to strike. Ariana called her power again and a thick bramble of branches grew
between them, slowing him down. Quenta used his own power and the branches receded, disappearing
back into the tree. As the elf emerged from the last few branches, Ariana stabbed at him with her sword
and willed one of the branches to catch his sword arm. Quenta dodged, but her blade touched his shoulder
and left another mark. 
"Second mark!" Laurana called. 
"I got you again," Ariana said as she stepped backwards out of his reach as Quenta freed himself
from the last of the branches. 
"And you're caught," he said. 
Ariana suddenly hit what felt like a wall. As though from nowhere, a large branch had appeared
right behind her and more branches grew from it, trapping her arms. Vines began to appear as well, 
wrapping around her wrist. Ariana called her power and asked the trees to let her go and they began to
withdraw, but not before Quenta swung his wooden sword hard into her side. 
Arana cried out as she felt her ribs crack and she lost her hold on her power. 
"Second mark," Laurana said, though her voice was quieter than before. 
Quenta swung again, harder this time, toward the other side of her ribs and it was all Ariana could
do to ask the trees to move to block his swing. The branches themselves bent and cracked under the
power of his swing and his wooden blade connected with her. The wind rushed out of her again and pain
shot through her side but the blow had been slowed enough by the trees that no bones were broken. 
"Third mark," Laurana said. 
"Do you concede?" Quenta asked. 
Ariana gasped for air, her breath rasping as her broken ribs screamed at her. 
"I do not," she said and begged the trees to let her go. They receded almost instantly and she was free. 
She fell backwards just as Quenta swung at her again, a blow that would have connected with her
head and Ariana knew he was not just trying to win against her. Even with a wooden sword, she worried
that Quenta might want her dead. Ariana was saddened that he would hate her so much, but as she
regained her footing and raised her sword to block his next swing, she became angry that he would put his
hatred onto her, who had never done anything to him. Quenta's sword clattered hard against her own and
Ariana gritted her teeth as the pain from her broken ribs stabbed through her side. She realized that she
could now barely move her upper body and her arm was practically useless. At least her sword arm was
still of some use, but she did not know how long she could block Quenta's powerful swings with only one
hand. 
Ariana called on her power again and a thick branch sprouted between them, blocking Quenta's
swing. He sidestepped and Ariana called forth another branch, then another, building a wall of branches
as quickly as he used his own power to make them retreat back into the wood. Ariana sensed something in
the trees as she called upon them to keep growing new branches. They whispered to her, telling her
something they did not want Quenta to know. It was strange, because Ariana had been assured by Keira, 
Rolan and several other elves that the trees never lied, but perhaps they had secrets. They told her that
they did not want Quenta to hurt her anymore and that they were trying to resist his power. Ariana realized then that Quenta must be commanding the trees rather than asking them, the way Keira and the tree had
taught her. She did not like the idea that Quenta would be so forceful with them, but it gave her an idea. 
Ariana did her best to keep breathing and she began to gather her power. 
Quenta made it through the line of branches and swung at Ariana. She blocked him as best as she
could with what remaining strength she had. The shock of it shook the bones in her hand and her arm. 
Ariana gasped for air then gritted her teeth for his next blow. He hit her again and her sword swung back
and smashed into her, leaving another mark across he upper chest and shoulder and she fell to her knees. 
Quenta hit her again, in her left arm and the force of it felt as though he might have broken the bone. 
Another red mark crisscrossed the first one he had given her. 
Ariana raised her sword, doing her best to block him. 
"Do you concede?" he asked again. 
"Never," Ariana told him, her voice a whisper as blood bubbled from her lip. Her eyes became a
deeper black and she pulled every last bit of power she had and she even felt the tree beneath her feet
lend her some of its natural energy. 
Quenta shook his head and raised his sword high, ready to swing it down upon her but before he
could do so, Ariana released her power straight at his wooden blade. 
The crowd gasped as Quenta's sword suddenly sprouted branches and bright red leaves, and its hilt
began to grow roots that trailed down the elf's arm, curling around him, searching for soil or water, but
finding none. Quenta let go of the sword that had sprung to life and become a tree and it fell upon the large branch at his feet, like a sapling that had been ripped from the earth. 
Elves leapt from their perches, coming to land near Quenta's sword and Ariana felt hands begin to
pick her up as her vision began to grow blurry. 
"Quenta is the victor," Laurana pronounced. "There have been no concessions." 
Ariana looked up and saw Keira's green and copper mask looking at her. 
"What does that mean?" she asked the elven woman with her last bit of breath. 
"It means Quenta is the better warrior, but neither of you is a coward," Keira replied. 
"That's good," Ariana said then she fell unconscious. 


*****
The elven healer used his power to knit Ariana's ribs back together and he managed to lessen the
pain in her arm to a degree, but he told her that it would be some weeks before she was truly healed. Even
though she knew it was futile, she asked him if there was anything that could be done about the scars on
her face, and he told her no. If he had been able to treat her within a day or two of being burned, perhaps he could have done something to diminish the scars, but fire was one of the few things that were difficult
to heal. 
Keira stayed by her side, guarding her in her room at the palace while she recovered and, after
sleeping for a while to recover from the effects of the healing, Ariana awoke to see both Keira and
Laurana sitting on chairs by a low table in the room. 
"You are awake," Laurana said, rising from her seat. 
"Queen Laurana," Ariana said. "I am sorry for calling your son a coward. I did not know it would cause so much trouble." 
Laurana smiled. 
"Perhaps the wrong choice of words," she said, "but you were right to call him out for striking you the way he did. Quenta may be my son, but I do not agree with many of his views." 
Ariana coughed and winced at the pain from her ribs. 
"I hope he will let go of whatever it is that makes him so angry. I do not know why he hates me so
much." 
"Quenta, and many others like him, do not like outsiders," Laurana explained. "Elvanar has long isolated itself from the world but there was a time, not that long ago, when we finally opened up relations to the neighboring lands. When your mother married King Gregor, many of us believed it would usher in a
new era of peace and friendship between our peoples and then it all came crashing down." 
"I know," Ariana said. "Rolan showed me what the mage, Zachary did to the forest and I heard about what happened to the king." 
"Yes," Laurana said, then she sighed deeply. "That was a very dark day for our people, but there are some of us who still believe there is a chance to have meaningful relations with the peoples outside our
forest. Your mother believed in this, and so do I." 
"I am glad," Ariana told her. Laurana smiled at her. 
"Ariana, can you please tell me what you did to Quenta's wooden sword?" 
Ariana coughed a little as she pushed herself up in the bed so she could sit against the pillows, 
hoping that sitting up would help her stay awake. She remembered the elves' reactions to it and she did
not know what was so special bout what she had done. 
"I made it grow, like the other trees," Ariana said. "The trees helped me a little." 
"It should not be possible," Laurana told her. "At thing that no longer lives should not come back to life, but you are the second person in living memory to have this power. Your mother could do this also, 
and when she died, we thought that this most rare gift might be gone." 

"I don't understand," Ariana said. "I just made the wood of the sword grow." 
"It was wood," Laurana said. "It was not alive. It should not have been able to grow." 
"Oh," Ariana said and yawned deeply. She felt her vision become a little blurry and she blinked, 
trying to stay awake. "I didn't know." 
"You say the trees helped you?" 
"Yes. They helped me do it." 
"Do you think you could do it again?" 
"I could try," Ariana said then she felt her eyes start to close despite her efforts to stay awake. 
"Rest now," Laurana said, and she leaned forward and kissed Ariana on the cheek. Ariana smiled
and fell back to sleep. 
"She is her mother's daughter," Keira said. 
"Yes," Laurana said. "I now regret that we did not keep up relations with Maramyr. I have just learned some things that are cause for grave concern, and it is mere luck that Ariana found her way to us. 
Apparently the Maramyrian kingdom has gone to war over her death." 
"She told me that her uncle Cerric, who has become king, was behind the attacks on her. He is
working with mages who call themselves a priesthood and they are the ones who have tried to kill her," 
Keira said. 
"Cerric has married the Xallan Queen, joining their two lands and they now make war against
Kandara. Riders from the mountain kingdom have come to the forest, seeking our aid." 
"How is it that Kandaran riders could enter Elvanar, my Queen?" Keira asked. "I believed that we did not permit such a thing." 
"There is only one exception," Laurana. "They are Rangers, an order to which you still belong, if I am not mistaken." 
Keira's thumb absentmindedly touched the inside of the finger where she had once worn a ring that
bore a green stone. 
"As you know, it has been many years," Keira said. "I have lived quietly, guarding the edge of the forest, as penance for my failure." 
"And you have done penance enough," Laurana told her. "I know I gave you leave to choose what name you might, and I will not command you, but I ask that you consider reclaiming your true name and
resuming your place as the Queen's Blade." 
"I will think on this, Laurana," Keira said, using the queen's name instead of her title and staring at her with a determined look in her eyes. "For now, I have decided to continue my mission, to protect the Princess of Solari, and the Queen of Maramyr. It is a task I took and failed, but I may yet be able to fulfil that duty. Whether I reclaim my name, or if I remain Keira, that is my wish." 
"So be it," Laurana said. "Perhaps it would be a better use of your skills." 
CHAPTER TWELVE
Aaron sailed in the direction of the mainland, not sure where he intended to go once he reached it. 
Even though Malek's ship was small and set up for one person to be able to sail it, he was nowhere near
as experienced as the pirate, so it took several days more than he expected before he finally sighted the
smudge of land on the horizon. As he neared the coast, Aaron realized he was nowhere near the little port
town at the mouth of the river he had traveled before and even when he used his power to search the
coast, he had no idea where he was. Based on the wind and the direction he had traveled, and judging by
the stars in the sky at over the past few nights, he guessed he was somewhere to the east. The land ahead
certainly looked like the Ansari desert, turning directly from sandy beach to sand dunes as far as the eye
could see. 
Malek had a good collection of maps in the cabin of the ship and Aaron found what he was looking
for. Further to the east, there was a large port city called Ba'shan, and he knew from his studies that it was the closest thing the often nomadic Ansari people had to a capital city, so he headed east, following the
coast. From the ship, Aaron watched as the land gradually turned from orange and brown sand to the
faded green of grass and scrub then leafy green with lush vegetation. Ahead, he saw the mouth of a wide
river spilling out into the sea and, if Malek's maps were correct, the city was a short distance upriver. 
Aaron wondered whether he should dispel the sphere he had placed on the small ship. In the constantly
moving waters of the open sea the hull shaped depression made in the water by the invisible ship might
not be noticeable, but on the calm, smooth waters of the river ahead, such a thing might draw people's
attention. He decided it was probably easier to just sail up the river normally so he dismissed the spell
and altered his own sphere so he would be visible to most people, while still undetectable to any who
might be searching for his power. 
The city of Ba'shan appeared from behind the gentle curve of the river in a place where the thick, 
green foliage parted to make way for wide fields and grasslands beyond. The city itself was not a tall and
imposing place, but rather sprawled out along the bank of the river, with sand colored buildings of wood
and clay overlooking countless docks liked with small, thin fishing boats. The sun was high in the sky and
Aaron marveled at how hot the day had become, and he worked up a sweat as he navigated Malek's small
ship upstream where the river widened and a series of larger docks served as temporary homes to a
number of larger ships. 
"Do you seek landing?" a man asked in Bashane. He piloted a small boat that looked like little more than two pieces of wood with a hammock slung between them and dominated by a large sail. 
"Yes," Aaron told him. "Is there a good place to dock?" 
"Of course," the man said. "Go to where the large ships are and find a place. There will be people to help you, for a fee, of course." 
"Of course," Aaron said. If Ba'shan was anything like the docks at Forsina, there would most
certainly be a fee. He thanked the man, who smiled then turned his boat toward another ship that was
making its way up the river. 
Aaron did his best to direct the small ship in toward the docks, but he realized as he drew near that, 
despite the current, the ship was moving too quickly. He pulled down the mainsail in a hurry and tried
adjusting the shortsails but it was no use. Aaron had learned most of how to sail the ship after they had
landed at Forsina and he had not been awake when they had landed at Meer Island, so his knowledge of
how to bring the ship in smoothly was distinctly lacking. As the small ship continued toward the dock but
began to drift downstream, away from it, Aaron wondered if he should have gone further upriver and let
the current drift the boat to the docks. It was too late now, and the dockworkers were shouting at him as
the small ship began to drift and turn. Aaron did the only thing he could think of, short of using his power, which he did not want to do. He grabbed one of the oars and jammed it down into the water, hoping it was
long enough to touch the bottom. Luckily, it was, but only just, but the weight of the ship in the current
made it hard for Aaron to move it. He grudgingly decided to use his power once more and called just
enough of it into his body to increase his strength, and he pushed the ship toward the dock. With a few
pushes of the oar, the ship traveled the remaining distance and came to rest gently against the side of the dock. Workers leapt across to the deck with heavy ropes and began to expertly tie off the ship before the
current could take it away. 
"You are very strong to push a boat this big," said one of the men. 
Aaron smiled at the man as he realized that he had used his power in a new way without even
thinking about it and it was as though he had always known how to do such a thing. He would have to be
careful of such things if he was to avoid using his power. 
"Is there a harbormaster I should talk to about mooring fees?" he asked, 
"No fees. Ba'shan is a free port. You may stay as long as you like. But we who work the docks do
not refuse a small bit of coin for being of service." 
Aaron opened the sack of coins he had found locked in a box that Malek had kept hidden under a
board in the cabin of the ship. It contained a good supply of coin that would have been more than enough
to pay the dock fees when they were at Forsina, had Malek been forthcoming about it. Aaron gave the man
a copper coin, hoping it was sufficient, and the man seemed pleased, running over to the other workers to
show them. A moment later the man ran back to him. 
"You are a generous man," he said. "For one more copper, we will make sure your ship stays safe. 
There are many theives about, but for a copper, they will know to respect you. For one copper, they will
respect you for at least the number of fingers on your one hand." 
Aaron shook his head, wondering if the thieves the man spoke of were the same people who would
be keeping the ship safe. He handed the man two more coppers. 
"Watch the ship for two hands worth of days and if a man with a red beard and a scar comes to the
ship, let him do as he pleases," Aaron told him. While he did not feel too badly about taking Malek's ship, if the pirate showed up looking for it, there was no point in having him make trouble, since the ship was
his, despite his other crooked dealings. 
Aaron left the docks, making his way into the city and he marveled at the bustling business that took
up almost every open space. It reminded him of the vendors at Forsina, though Ba'shan had many times the
number of traders and people, haggling over prices and wending their way among one another, shoulder to
shoulder in an infinite number of directions. Unaccustomed to walking among such a large number of
people, Aaron found himself bumping into them and he apologized repeatedly, but the people of Ba'shan
did not seem to care. Indeed, they jostled one another without pause as they pushed their way through the
crowds, on their way to their next destination, whatever it might be. Aaron quickly realized that this was
just the way of things and he did his best to weave his way through the press of people as he explored the
city. 
Not wanting to stand out, Aaron stopped at a garment shop to buy some robes and a headscarf like
the ones the people of the desert wore. He pulled aside the cloth door covering and entered to find a man
sitting amid endless piles of different colored fabric and walls hung with endless robes and other articles of clothing. 
"Hello," the man said. "I am Kempo, clothier of kings. How may I be of service to you good sir?" 
Before Aaron could respond, the man continued. "You are from the north, yes? I can tell from the cut of your shirt and those trousers. I am very knowledgeable of such things. Do you seek desert clothing or a
new outfit such as the one you wear. I can make anything. What can I do for you?" 
"Thank you, Kempo," Aaron said. "I am Antal, and I would like some proper clothes for the desert." 
Aaron decided to use the name he had chosen for himself at Forsina. 
"Antal. You are a fighter, yes?" 
"Have you heard of me?" 
"No," Kempo said. "You wear two swords on your belt and you walk with power. I notice these
things. I am the clothier of kings." 
"How many kings have you clothed?" Aaron asked. 
"Every one of my customer is a king, or a queen," Kempo told him with a smile. "Although, I have dressed some princes and quite a few princesses as well." 
"So, I am a king?" 
"While you are in my shop, you are the king of clothing. Your wish is my desire, so long as you've
gold to spend, of course." 
Aaron shook the change purse at his waist. 
"I do not have much gold, Kempo," he said, "but would a few coppers and maybe a silver or two outfit me as well as a baron or a duke? I do not have to be a king." 
"I have heard of these barons and dukes, but we do not have them here. For a silver, you can be a
prince. For two silvers you can be a wealthy prince or make a poor king. For two silvers and a few
coppers, you will be as well dressed as any." 
"Then I will have two sets of clothing for two silvers and a few coppers," Aaron said. 
"Two? You did not say you wanted two outfits. That would be twice the price." 
On his way through the city, Aaron had noticed all the people of Ba'shan haggling in the market, 
arguing openly about prices, some even insulting each other and spitting on the ground to show their
disagreement. Aaron had learned about the markets of Ba'shan in the books Tarnath made him study, and
he knew that it was part of the way the people of the desert dealt with one another, but he did not want to spend half the day arguing with the man over the price of a robe and a scarf, or two for that matter. 
"I will give you one more silver, making three and five coppers," Aaron told him. "That is my offer or I can find someone else who will sell me some clothes." 
"Good sir, are you having a bad day? Does the breeze not cool the air under the hot sun? Have I
offended you in some way?" 
"You have not offended me, Kempo," Aaron said, knowing that Kempo was the one who was
offended, or at least feigned being so. "I appreciate your desire to bargain, but let us say that I am having a bad day." 
"It is never a good day for business when one is in a dark mood," Kempo told him. "Still, you cannot go to the desert in such clothing as you wear, so I will do what I can with these coins you offer. I am the clothier of kings, and I hope you will remember me when your mood is better and your purse
overflowing." 
"Thank you," Aaron said. 
"I must ask you though. These swords at your belt, you wear them in the old style. It is impressive to see one from another land respect our old traditions while so many of my own people no longer do." 
"The old style?" 
"Yes," Kempo said. "It is the Ansari way, never to show the steel unless there is blood to be drawn, and to cover the hilt so that all with a blade are equals until tested. It is a sign of respect." 
Aaron had noticed a number of people in Ba'shan with weapons at their waists or on their backs
held by short leather straps instead of scabbards and their hilts unwrapped. He had not thought anything of it, for many of the people who carried weapons in Maramyr did the same, though he did notice a few
jewel encrusted weapons worn by those who appeared to be better dressed than many. 
"It is also tradition where I am from, for similar reasons," Aaron told him. "But I know a little of the Ansari ways, and I am glad to respect the traditions." 
Kempo smiled. "Perhaps you know Ansari, a little. Let us find these clothes and I will accept your
offer of three silver and five coppers. You will be a king today." 
Aaron left the shop, dressed in a fine robe of dark blue fabric, with a cream colored headscarf
which he left open at his face and a matching wide sash at his waist that covered his leather belt from
which his swords hung in their scabbards, which Kempo had wrapped with fabric, covering the dark
leather. Over his shoulder, he carried a cloth bag Kempo had convinced him to buy for an extra copper, 
and it had room enough for the second set of robes and a few other items he had bought. From a distance, 
Aaron looked like most of the other people in the street, and from the look of the fabric compared to that
worn by many others, Aaron knew that the clothier had made him look like a king. 
Aaron thought about returning to Malek's ship, but there was a chance that the pirate would come
looking for it, so he decided to take a room at an inn of sorts on the far side of the city, where the
buildings seemed older, or different from the others for they were taller, round in shape and made of
stone. After haggling with the innkeeper, he made his way up a round flight of stone steps that wound their way around an open air, inner courtyard where food cooked over fire pits and various exotic looking
drinks were served. He made his way up past several balconies and opened the wooden door to the room
the innkeeper had pointed out to him and was pleased to find that it very spacious and had a wide bed
made of stuffed fabric, set off the floor on a wooden pallet. A large cushion sat in the corner near a tall window and a low table, and Aaron dropped the cloth satchel next to it and found a basin of water atop
another table next to the wall, above which was a glass mirror. 
When he stepped in front of the mirror, Aaron was surprised at his appearance and he realized it
had been some times since he had seen his own reflection. His travels from Forsina and across the sea to
Meer then to the east had darkened his skin and the rough growth on his face was starting to thicken into a beard. In his desert clothes, were it not for the light color of his hair and beard, he could almost pass for one of the Ansari. Aaron wondered how difficult it would be to color his beard and even his skin, and he
was surprised to see his face change in the mirror. He realized that his thoughts had transferred to the
sphere and, similar to what happened when he wanted to be invisible, the power of the sphere also
allowed him to change his appearance. Aaron knew it was only an illusion, but it might prove useful. He
tried a few different things and discovered that he could give himself almost any appearance he wanted, 
but seeing no point in it, he let the pattern revert back to his normal features, though he darkened his hair and skin somewhat. While he was inspecting his handiwork, there was a knock at the door. Aaron opened
it and found a young boy standing outside. 
"Is there something you need?" Aaron asked. 
"I am Tash," the boy said. "The man there, he said you might want a door keeper." 
"A door keeper?" 
"Yes. You have things. They will need keeping safe. I will keep the door for one copper." 
Aaron laughed. He was starting to get the impression that there was always an extra copper to be
spent at Ba'shan. He reached under his robe and pulled out a copper coin and held it out to the boy. 
"For as many days as fingers," Aaron told him. "You keep watch." 
"Yes good sir," the boy said as he snatched the coin from Aaron's fingers. He ran over to the rail that overlooked the inner courtyard and he grinned at the innkeeper. A moment later, the boy ran along the
balcony and dragged a small, wooden bench over to the wall next to the door to the room and then sat
down. "I will be here. If you need things I can get them for you..." 
"For a copper, right?" Aaron asked. The boy grinned and Aaron went back inside the room. 
He walked over to the open window on the far side of the room and looked out over the city of
Ba'shan. The room was high enough that it allowed him to see most of the city, which continued some
distance further inland and, at the edge of the city, he saw what looked like a large palace that loomed
above the smaller buildings below. Aaron rubbed his eyes, wondering if they were playing tricks on him, 
for it appeared that the palace was not only larger than the others in the city, but many times larger, so
much so that the other buildings, which looked to be of a similar size to the one he was in, were dwarfed
by it. Beyond the enormous structure that also swept in either direction, Aaron could see the sands of the
desert stretching out to the horizon, and it was as though the sands were held back by the palace, which
protected the city from the unforgiving sea of sand. 
"Tash," Aaron called. A moment later, the boy opened the door. 
"Yes, good sir." 
"What is that large building at the edge of the city?" 
"That is the warrior palace," he said. 
"It looks like a big place, like it is larger than the other places." 
"Oh yes, it is very big. A giant place it is," Tash told him. 
"Does anyone live there, like a king or a lord?" 
"No," Tash said. "There are no kings or lords." 
"What is it for then?" Aaron asked. "That place must be used for something." 
"Oh yes. It is the warrior palace," Tash told him again. "Many great fights there. Are you a warrior? 
Will you try to become king of the warriors? Those are the only kings. Champions." 
"What about Forsina," Aaron asked. "I thought the circles were where the warriors fought." 
"Forsina?" Tash wrinkled his nose, thinking for a moment, then he smiled. "Yes, the circles of the west. Many fighters there too, but they come to Ba'shan to the warrior palace for true Ansari battles." 
"I did not know that," Aaron admitted. 
"You do not know Ansari?" 
"I am learning," Aaron told him. 
"It is wise to know Ansari." 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
"What are their numbers?" Cerric asked, looking over the map that was spread out over the table in the command pavilion. He glanced up at his generals, the Lords Mirdel, Barant and the commoner, 
Nathas. 
"The scouts estimate twelve thousand foot and two thousand horse, your highness," Nathas told him. 
"A force of another thousand fighters is within a half day's march of the city and one of the mages sent word of several hundred horse riding in from the west." 
"That is all?" Cerric was surprised at how few the Kandaran numbers were. 
"We outnumber them by many times," Nathas said. "However, the walls of Kandara are thick and it may take some time before we can break them." 
"Bah," Cerric said. "The walls will be down within a day once we begin the attack. We will take Kandara with ease." 
Duke Mirdel glanced at Nathas, remembering the bet between the two of them and Lord Kaleb, then
he turned as Calexis entered the pavilion, her voluptuous figure gliding across the floor. She took a seat
on a nearby divan and a servant brought her a cup of wine. 
"Don't mind me, good lords," Calexis said. "Please, carry on." 
Cerric stared at his queen lustfully. Every time he moved, he could still feel the cuts across his back
from where her claws had dug into him when they had enjoyed a few moments together this morning and
he looked forward to taking her atop the Kandaran king's bed. 
"I noticed your son, Draxis, constructing something at the smithy," Cerric said. 
Calexis was pleased to hear him acknowledge Draxis and she hoped her husband might be warming
to her young, half-Darga prince. 
"Yes, he is fashioning weapons he believes will be useful against this Duke Boric, if he shows
himself again." 
"I have met Duke Boric," Nathas said. "He is an exceptionally strong man, but neither I nor anyone in Maramyr had any idea that he was some kind of creature." 
"The Kandaran line has hidden its secrets well but, in truth, they are much like the Darga, though
they are too proud to admit their relation," Cerric said, not knowing how he knew the things he knew but he realized it must be the knowledge of the god. "It will be justice to see them rent to pieces by their own kind, who they have long despised." 
"Prince Draxis looks forward to doing just that," Calexis told him. "He also hopes to win your admiration." 
"Good," Cerric said. "I would that every soldier and mage were motivated to please me, for that is the true order of things. Now tell me, my Generals, when will our forces be in position?" 
"We are a half day's ride and a full day's march from the city walls, my lord," Berant said. "The passes to the east are closed and guarded. The mountains to the north are impassable and we have several
divisions moving west to close off those routes as well. The Kandarans are effectively trapped. We can
begin moving toward the city on the morrow and begin the siege the following day." 
"Very good," Cerric said, then he turned to Nathas. "Captain General, you and Brigade General Kaleb will lead the forward troops against any the Kandarans put to field. Twenty thousand foot and three
thousand horse should suffice. I expect to see great things from you in this battle. Draxis and his Darga
also wish to distinguish themselves in this battle, so they will accompany you. The remaining forces will
be under the command of Lord Generals Mirdel and Berant. I expect you to coordinate the siege engines
and the mages, to bring down the walls of Kandara once their soldiers have been defeated. Make
whatever preparations are necessary. Now, I have not yet decided when the attack will begin, but we will
move to the Kandaran city on the morrow so they may witness the glory of our armies. You are
dismissed." 
"Yes, your highness," Nathas said, and Mirdel and Barant echoed him. 
Nathas glanced back as he followed the two lords out of the pavilion and saw Calexis hand Cerric
a cup of wine. Despite what so many of the stories told, he knew it was seldom the kings who led the
battles, but so often they would walk onto the bloodied fields, after the soldiers had died, and claim their victories. Mirdel said he was fatigued from the trip and he made for his own pavilion to rest up for the
coming battle, though Nathas wondered if that might include a bottle or two of wine. Berant, who at least
made some effort to fulfil his duties, which Nathas appreciated as a soldier, went off to inspect the
construction of the siege engines, which had begun now that the forests had given way to open fields. 
Nathas continued through the encampment and saw clouds of black smoke rising from the area where the
smiths had set up their forges, making weapons and other implements in preparation of the coming battle. 
He walked toward the smoke and found a strange looking young man, working with the smiths and several
mages, who were adding their fire to the forges. They appeared to be forging long, thick, iron chains
attached to large metal spears with barbed hooks protruding from them. 
"Prince Draxis," Nathas said as he approached. "I see you are busy at work." 
"You are Nathas, yes?" Draxis said, his serpentine voice rasping from behind his pointed teeth. 
"Yes," Nathas said. "I am the Captain General of the Army. King Cerric has just confirmed that both you and Lord Kaleb will be part of the primary attack upon the Kandarans. He has commanded that I will
lead the battle, personally." 
"That is foolish," Draxis said. "The mages have not said it, but I can tell from their words that you are the better commander of the three Generals. Kaleb is also regarded as an able commander. Why
would Cerric put you at the front?" 
"Perhaps he wishes to show the Kandarans how superior the Xallan and Maramyrian forces are." 
"The Kandarans are able fighters," Draxis said, "but they are no match for my Darga. You would be wise to let my warriors kill them." 
"If I were wise, I would have become a fisherman or a shoe maker," Nathas said. 
"I do not understand what you mean by such a thing," Draxis said. "It matters not. Cerric is a fool to put weak soldiers and good commanders in the battlefront for the Kandarans and their Duke to cut. You
would be wise to avoid the Kandaran Duke." 
"Are you making these weapons with him in mind?" Nathas asked. 
"Yes. Boric is like a Darga, but many times larger and very strong. He will kill many Darga and
many warriors and soldiers with his axe if he is not stopped." 
"I am glad to see you thinking of the lives of your warriors and the soldiers," Nathas said. 
"The warriors dream of returning to their homeland. This is that land, and they wish to become what
they once were, great and powerful. I understand their desire for power, for I too desire it. The soldiers
seek justice against the Kandarans who think they are better, who live on stolen land and come down from
the mountains to ravage their people. I will give them this justice as their lord and commander and they
will give me their loyalty and I will command them in many battles to come." 
"I see." Nathas scratched the stubble on his cheek. For a moment he thought Draxis cared for the
welfare of those he commanded, but it seemed the only thing that mattered to the young half-Darga was
winning his own glory. His concern for the lives of the Darga and the soldier was clearly limited only to
their usefulness in battle, but just to be sure, Nathas decided to push the question a little more. "I hope we will defend one another on the battlefield and find victory together." 
"Victory is a word that pleases me," Draxis said with a toothy smile. 
"Carry on, then. We move tomorrow at first light," Nathas told him, then walked away, knowing that even though Draxis and his Darga would be on the field with them and tens of thousands more soldiers
were at their back, he and Kaleb, along with the men and women who would fight along side them, would
be alone on the field, in an unjust battle, attacking a people who were defending their families and their
home. Nathas felt his stomach turn and, for the first time in his long career, he truly regretted becoming a soldier. 


*****
Boric walked down the wide, stone staircase into the vaulted underground chamber underneath the
palace. Light streamed in from an opening at the far end of the cavern that he knew led to a rift among the rocky crags that rose up behind the palace. In the center of the cavern he saw his brother, Eric, the King of Kandara, sitting cross-legged on the dusty ground, with a golden circlet sitting crooked upon his head and
his robes stretched out around him. Other than the crown and his wild, white beard and hair, he looked
like he did when the two of them were boys, which seemed like so very long ago. 
"Eric," he called and his voice echoed in the cavern. The old king turned his head. 
"Boric," he said with a smile. "Come to visit an old man, have ye?" 
"You're barely older than I am," he replied, "though you've become an old man." 
"It's the heart that grows old, brother," Eric said, then he held up his gnarled hands and looked at them. "This is but a shell." 
"How long will you grieve? How many years has it been?" 
"Six, by the count of the people, though it seems an eternity." 
"Six years. That is how long your boys have been without a father, and this land without a king. I
have done what I can to guide them, but I am not you." 
"You should have been king, Boric. You're much more kingly than I am. You always were." 
"That power was never mine. You wear the crown, and you took the oath." 
"A crown is but a piece of metal." Eric pulled the jeweled circlet of gold from his head and spun it around on his finger then let it fly. The crown landed in the dirt. "It is too heavy. You can have it." 
"It is a symbol of meaning, Eric, but your son, Elric has taken the mantle of Kandara. He has been
named king should you fail to uphold your duty." 
"Oh, that's a relief. Let him be king instead. Perhaps he will learn to be less of a coward." 
"He's barely more than a boy, Eric," Boric growled. "Your sons are still young and they may not be able to defend this land and its people. What will you do if Kandara falls?" 
"If Kandara falls? All is lost." 
"Yes, brother. That is why we must defend the kingdom. You are the king. It is you duty. You took
an oath." 
"Yes I took an oath. I took another oath and death took my oath away. Perhaps death will take this
one away as well." Eric's echoed sharply against the walls of the cavern. 
"Do you long for death?" Is that it?" Boric asked. 
"I do not know, Boric," Eric said with a frown, his voice now low and dry, almost a whisper. 
"Perhaps death longs for me." 
Boric did his best to restrain his frustration. He had long hoped that his brother would emerge from
the madness that had taken hold of him since the death of the queen, so many years ago, but even the threat of war, an army at the gates of Kandara, did not appear to be enough to shake him from his stupor. 
"Brother," Boric growled, then he took a deep breath and decided there was no point. Nothing he
had said to Eric over these past years seemed to have gotten through. "I will leave you to your ramblings." 
"Boric," the king said. "Do not doubt me. I will fulfil my oath if that is what is required, but I am done with the petty problems this world." 
"I wish you would reconsider that last," Boric said. "There is a reason for our oath. There is much to love about this world, and many things that are still worth fighting for." 


*****
Ariana followed Laurana through the broken trees, along with Keira, the members of the Elven
Court and Quenta, who trailed behind them. A contingent of the Queen's Guard followed, carrying the tree
that Ariana had made from Quenta's wooden sword, its roots bound in damp, coarse fabric. The tree, with
its bright red leaves, the color of the dyed paste that had been applied to the sword, was a patch of color among the faded, grey wood in the clearing. They reached the center point and Laurana waved her hand
over the hard, stony ground where the earth had been scoured away by the mage's fire. Vines and shoots
from the young trees that had begun to grow in the clearing dug into the ground, pulling away at the melted rock and packed earth until a hole was made then they retreated. Next, the guards brought the tree forward
and Laurana began to unwrap the heavy cloth from its roots as the elves gathered around. 
"This tree is a symbol of fire," she said. "It will be planted here and grow for many generations to remind us of the tragedy of this place, and also to remind us that hope is not lost so long as we remain
firm in resolve and do not succumb to despair. It is proof that after the flames have died, new life might
spring from the ashes." 
The guards gently placed the roots of the tree in the hole and, at Laurana's command, the roots of the
surrounding trees pushed the dirt around it. Ariana stepped up to the tree and placed her hand upon its
trunk, calling forth the power she had used before, pulling energy from the forest that circled the clearing, letting the trees aid her in her task. The small tree that was once a wooden sword began to grow, its trunk thickening and its branches growing long and sprouting new leaves. Ariana closed her eyes and let the
power of the forest flow into her as the trees gave of themselves and she felt the earth vibrate as roots
pushed new paths beneath her feet. The pain in her ribs sharpened as the exertion sapped her strength but
Ariana continued. She wanted it to matter, to be a statement that she hoped would restore the faith of the
elves in those who were not born of Elvanar. The trees whispered their pleasure at the healing of the
forest and their strength flowed to her through the ground, the roots, the grass and the moss, until, finally, Ariana was exhausted and could do no more. She let go of her power and took her hand from the trunk of
the tree then she opened her eyes and saw what the others had witnessed. 
The tree now stood tall, shooting high into the sky with strong branches that reached out towards
others just like it that had formed from the broken trunks of the trees that had died. Where the clearing had once been a desolate grey with patches of grass and a few young trees struggling to grow, it was now
green with grasses and small ferns like the rest of the forest and many new trees filled the space. The trees were not as large as those that had grown in the forest for so many years, but they were strong and vibrant with life and Ariana heard their song, like the chatter of children and the whispers of the forest joined in, welcoming them. These new trees were different, as was she, for they were born of fire and sorrow, but
they were not afraid of either, for they were young joyful. 
"These shall be known as the burning trees and may their color remind us that they were born of
fire, passion, and determination," Laurana said then she turned to Ariana. "Thank you for helping to restore the forest, Ariana. Though the burning of the trees was neither your fault, nor your responsibility, you have done a great part in healing a wound that has scarred our people for far too long." 
"I am glad," Ariana said. 
The elves bowed their heads and, one by one, they walked up to the three and lay a hand on it for a
moment then returned to their places. Quenta was the last to approach the tree. He put his hand on the tree and held it there for a long moment then he turned to Ariana and he bowed deeply and removed his mask
as he rose. She was surprised to find that, beneath the mask, he had a kind looking face that was almost
serene to look upon. 
The planting ceremony complete, they made their way back to the palace and, along the way, Ariana
saw many elves heading toward the burning trees. She was exhausted from using the power the way she
had, but she was truly glad to have been able to do something to help the forest that, in such a short time, had almost become home. As tired as she was, there was much to do and, upon their arrival at the palace, 
they headed straight for the royal court, where Laurana and Quenta took their seats on their thrones and the members of the court assembled on the benches before them. Keira took up a position at the edge of the
dais and Ariana began to follow her when Laurana called out to her. 
"Ariana," she said, gesturing to the empty throne next to her. "Please take your seat." 
"I would not presume, Queen Laurana," she said. 
"You do not presume. It is your rightful place." 
Ariana glanced at the members of the court and she saw Rolan nod at her. She looked to Quenta, 
who stared back at her impassively but not objecting, so she stepped up to the dais and walked between
the members of the court then sat upon the empty throne. 
"I call this session of court to order," Laurana said. "We must discuss the matter of our treaty and our duty to the Order of Rangers." 
"Queen Laurana," Rolan said, standing from the bench and stepping forward to face the three
thrones. "We have received word that the Maramyrian Army has laid siege to the city of Kandara. Cerric is allied with the army of Queen Calexis of Xalla and warriors of the Darga clans." 
"What are the recommendations of the members of court?" Laurana asked. 
"We are split, my queen," Rolan said. "A third of our number have voiced dissent regarding the treaty and feels that this matter does not involve our lands, would vote that we should not respond." There were some whispers and low voices among the members and Rolan walked to the benches on either side
of the dais and conferred with them. "Forgive me my queen, it seems several have revised their opinions. 
A few remain in dissent, but the majority agree we must respond to this in some way." 
"What has been requested and what proposals have been discussed?" Laurana asked. 
"Duke Boric of Kandara has sent a direct request for the support of the Rangers and any aid the
court of Elvanar might offer." 
"Why does King Eric not make the request?" Quenta asked. 
"Apparently he is unwell," Rolan said. "His son Elric has assumed the throne in his stead. 
However, Duke Boric has taken the oath and, with regards to requesting aid, he is the appropriate member
of the Kandaran court to do so." 
"Fair enough," Quenta said. "You may continue." 
"Among those in favor of support, we propose sending a contingent of the royal guard, mounted and
a hundred strong," Rolan said. "This number would be in addition to any Rangers among our number who would also heed the call, whether the court agrees to send aid or not." 
"The Rangers would go either way?" Laurana asked. 
"It is part of their oath," Rolan said. "As you know, once a Ranger has worn the ring for a year, an oath is required in order to be inducted into the order. It is an ancient oath requiring that aid be given
when asked and it is an oath no Ranger will break." 
"Do the elven Rangers know of the war in Kandara?" Quenta asked. "Perhaps if they did not know of the war, they would not feel obliged to run off and get themselves killed." 
"Word has already spread, Prince Quenta," Rolan replied. "The Rangers of Kandara spoke to the trees as soon as they reached Elvanar." 
"How many Rangers have heeded the call?" Laurana asked. 
"Over two hundred," Rolan said. 
"Three hundred elves against how many soldiers?" Quenta asked. 
"The Rangers estimate the Maramyrian, Xallan and Darga forces to number close to fifty thousand." 
"That many?" Quenta was surprised. 
"They also believe that if Kandara calls, King Cerric may turn his attentions to other lands, 
including Elvanar." 
"Rolan," Ariana said. "It is small point of order, but can we please just call him Cerric. He is not a king." 
"Yes, of course. Forgive me, Princess Ariana." 
"It does not change the fact that Cerric has fifty thousand at his command," Quenta said. "If he intends to attack Elvanar, perhaps it would be in our best interest to fortify our own defenses while he
loses numbers at Kandara, rather than fight his army at its full strength on terrain that is not to our
advantage. I move that we wish the Kandarans luck and focus on fortifying our own borders." 
"And the Rangers who intend to answer the call?" 
"Let them," Quenta said. "If their oath is stronger than their loyalty to the throne, then they are little more than traitors." 
"Rolan," Ariana said. "Please explain this oath. I knew of the Rangers when I was at Maramyr, but I did not know there were members among the elves." 
"As I am not a Ranger, nor am I a noble of a ruling house, I do not know the exact nature of the
oath." 
"Perhaps we should ask a member of the order," Laurana said. "Keira, please approach the dais." 
Keira walked up to the edge of the dais and looked at the queen. 
"What can you tell us about the oath?" 
"It is an ancient and solemn oath, my queen," Keira said. "I cannot recite it to you, for it is forbidded to repeat the words to any other than another member of the order. However, I can tell you its
history, its meaning and our obligations." 
"How wonderful," Quenta said, sarcastically. "A history lesson." 
"Please continue, Keira," Laurana said. 
"The oath has been passed down for many generations and it is believed to have originated at the
end of the third age, when the gods left the living world. There are many parts ot the oath covering many
things that might arise. It is an oath taken by the elder peoples to preserve the peace between them and the younger peoples. The oath is also taken by many rulers of the lands, an oath that was taken by her
majesty's husband when he sat above the dais. The oath does not mean disloyalty to one's own land or
people. If anything, it means greater loyalty, for it is an oath of peace. The oath also means aiding one
another if under attack or duress, but the oath does not mean aiding those who would attack others
unprovoked. In the case of this request, Kandara is under attack and has requested aid, of the Order of
Rangers and of the Throne of Elvanar, both of which are subjec to the oath, though none of its current
members have taken it. That is all I will say about the oath." 
"Thank you, Keira," Laurana said. 
"One more question," Rolan said. "Who were the last members of the ruling house to take the oath?" 
"King Quoren, Princess Aria and Prince Talen all took the oath, and every ruler of Elvanar since
the third age has taken the oath, save for the current members." 
"Why did I not hear of this oath?" Laurana asked. 
"It would be improper for me to answer that question," Keira said. 
"I would like to know," Quenta said, perking up with interest. Keira stood silently at the edge of the dais as Quenta prompted her further. "Go on, answer the court, or is your allegiance with these Rangers more important than your loyalty to Elvanar?" 
"The oath was broken and trust was lost," Keira said. "That is all I will say." 
From the corner of her eye, Ariana saw Quenta lean forward and she had a feeling that he was going
to keep pushing Keira and she had a sneaking suspicion from something Keira had said to her that he was
the one she was protecting. Keira was right, Quenta was a fool, but she felt foolish herself for having
raised the question of the oath, for it seemed to have gotten her friend in a little bit of trouble. 
"Keira," Ariana said, interrupting before Quenta said anything more. "If I understand correctly, this oath is about maintaining peace and defending one another against attack." 
"It is," Keira said. 
"And Rolan, you say there are two hundred elven Rangers ready to aid Kandara?" 
"Yes, Princess," Rolan said. 
"If a member of the royal house were to travel to Kandara, how many of the guard would normally
be assigned to such a detail?" 
"Fifty would be the number during peacetime," Rolan said, with the flicker of a smile crossing his lips. "However, during times of war, a guard of at least a hundred would be the minimum escort
required." 
"Then I will go to Kandara," Ariana said. 
"You will go?" Quenta leaned forward and looked at her. 
"If I understand the oath correctly, it is my duty as a member of the House of Solari to respond to
Kandara's request for aid. It is also my duty as Queen of Maramyr to tell my army to stop attacking
Kandara and to arrest my uncle for repeatedly trying to kill me," Ariana said. "Rolan, have the Rangers reported the reason Maramyr attacks Kandara?" 
"It is said they seek retribution for the murder of Ariana Coromyr, heir to the throne of Maramyr." 
Rolan smirked as he recounted the reason the Maramyrian kingdom had gone to war. 
"Do I look dead to you?" Ariana asked. 
"No, Princess," Rolan said with a slight chuckle. "You look very much alive." 
"Good," Ariana said. "Then it's settled. I will leave for Kandara at once." 
"It is not settled," Quenta snapped at her. "I would like to know more about this oath." 
"The time for history lessons has passed," Laurana said. "I move that we aid Kandara with two hundred of our bravest warriors, in addition to Princess Ariana's guard of one hundred and the two
hundred elven Rangers. We will send five hundred to Kandara." 
"I agree," Ariana said. 
"Do the members of the court object?" Laurana asked. There was some minor whispering among
them before Rolan turned to address the triple throne. 
"The members do not object," Rolan said and all eyes looked to Quenta. 
"I will lead this force of three hundred warriors," he said. "If we are to send our bravest, then I will be among them." 


*****
"You are a thoughtful ruler," Keira said as she undid the straps to Ariana's armored leather corset. 
"Thank you Keira," Ariana said, putting her mask back in the beautifully carved wooden box Rolan
had given her. She wincing as her bruised ribs were released from the pressure of the armor and she
wondered if she would not be better off wearing it to bed. "I hope I did not cause you any trouble when I asked about your Ranger's oath." 
"It was right of you to be curious," Keira said. "It is perhaps the fault of the members of the Order that the oath has not been offered to Laurana at least. It has been discussed, but some of the members do
not trust Quenta." 
"Why is he so troublesome?" Ariana asked as she lay back on the soft mattress and rested her head on a pillow. 
"Quenta is much like his father," Keira said. "He is impetuous and mostly concerned with his own importance. Quoren was much the same, though much worse." 
"How could anyone be worse?" 
"Quenta is open about his intentions," Keira said. "He is difficult and abrasive, but he is honest in his way. I do not like him, but I respect that he does not hide things, even when he is wrong. Quoren was
different, for he worked in shadows and betrayed many things. If you wish for me to say more, you must
swear not to repeat it." 
"Of course," Ariana said, amazed at how Keira was opening up to her. For so long, the elven
woman had spoken mostly in riddles and it was refreshing to have a real conversation. It was clear that
Keira had decided to trust her, and Ariana was glad of it. "Please, tell me. I will keep your trust, Keira." 
"Quoren was an oathbreaker and a coward," Keira said. "Quoren was determined to marry your
mother, Aria, but she refused him. Instead he married Laurana, but he never forgave Aria for refusing him
and he remained jealous of her even after he was married and even though he had a son of his own. It is
believed by the Rangers that Quoren may have played some role in the death of your parents." 
"What? Why would he do that? If he was so in love with her, why would he want to kill her?" 
"Jealousy gives life to the dark thoughts and, in those shadows, friends might seem as enemies
while enemies appear as friends," Keira told her. "There is no proof of Quoren's complicity in the attack on your family, so we do not speak of it. Quoren broke his oath to the Order in other ways that his
expulsion was justified. We did not know the mind of Laurana at the time, and Quenta has given us little
reason to trust him, for he is often hard and cruel, but as I said before, he is also honest, so we watch and defend Elvanar as is our duty. The oath of a Ranger is also different from the oath of a noble." 
"In what way?" 
"The oath of a noble involves putting one's people before oneself and the oath above all other laws. 
The oath of a Ranger does not require such a committment, since we are subject to the laws and must
abide by them. If Quenta had objected, it is possible that even the elven Rangers would not have been
able to aid Kandara." 
"How can one person hold up the entire court?" 
"It is the right of any of the three to prevent a decree. The only way to override such a vote, would
be for the members of the court to vote unanimously with the other two thrones. There were several
members of the court who would not have voted to block Quenta if he had objected." 
"It seems so complicated," Ariana said. 
"Not really," Keira replied. "It is very simple. Three votes by the thrones and a decree is passed, regardless of what the members of the court say. Two votes by the thrones and a decree is passed, unless
the members of the court vote unanimously against it. In the absense of two members of the thrones, one
vote from the remaining throne and agreement of half the court can also pass a decree. If there is no one
upon any of the thrones, then two thirds of the court must agree to a thing before it is decreed. All three thrones may abstain, which is the eqivalent of not being present, and all three thrones may veto, however, 
that veto can be challenged if the other two thrones and every member of the court challenge the veto." 
"I still think it is complicated, but I suppose it seems fair," Ariana said with a yawn. 
"It allows the people of Elvanar a say in things that affect their lives and it ensures that our rulers cannot become carried away with their power. However, this way of doing things only works if those
who sit upon the dais are brave and truthful in their convictions." 
"I think I understand it," Ariana said. "I have to say, I'm glad Quenta is coming with us?" 
"Why is that?" 
"We are cousins, so I would like to get to know him better. And he's a really good fighter." 
"He is that," Keira agreed. 


*****
Sitting in a large chair in a room nearby, Quenta leaned forward over the table that lay before him
and closed a small wooden box that was identical to the one that contained Ariana's mask, except for its
size. He picked up the box and tucked it into a pocket in his sleeve then sat back in the chair and thought about the things he had heard. 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
"Drink," a man said. "You must have great thirst." 
Lexi licked her dry, chapped lips and she snatched the long, thin, glass bottle from the metal tongs
that held it. She unstopped the bottle and greedily drank the blue liquid. She lay back on the stone floor
and let the bottle roll from her hand as the pain went away. Her head felt like it was spinning in circles
but she no longer cared. She heard a metal plate being pushed through the bars and she realized she was
very hungry. Lexi rolled over and she felt the bottle crunch as it broke under the hard scales on her
shoulder but she did not care. She was hungry and she could smell food. 
She pushed herself to her hands and knees and crawled across the stone toward the plate and she
looked down at the food that was on it and saw it moving around as though it was alive. She wondered
about live food and whether it tasted better than dead food. She could not remember the difference, but
food was food and she was hungry. Her arm wobbled as her head swam again and she fell, landing hard
on the floor. The cool stone felt good against her naked body and she did not even notice that the side of
her face lay in the plate of food as she began to slip once again into black, dreamless sleep. 
"So much? Do you think it will be able to fight?" she heard someone ask. 
"Oh yes," the man said. "For this creature, such an amount will not last beyond the day. It will awaken with an unquenchable thirst, and if it wants more of this, it will fight to the death." 
Their words echoed in her ears and she heard the sound of metal coins clinking together. The sound
reminded her of fresh water running over rocks in a clear blue stream and she wished she could swim in it
and drink the cool waters. She took a slow, deep breath and let the darkness claim her. 


*****
It had been a few days since Aaron arrived at Ba'shan and he had spent some time exploring the city
and slowly learning more about the culture of the desert people and trying to learn more about the Ansari. 
He left the inn early in the morning to check at the docks to see if Malek had shown up looking for his
ship, but there had been no sign of him, so he paid the dockworkers another copper and decided not to
return again. The city was abuzz with talk of the upcoming fights at the warrior's palace, as the child, Tash had called it, and though he did not want to attract attention to himself by showing his face anywhere
important, Aaron was admittedly curious about the giant palaces, so he made his way through the city to
take a closer look. 
As he neared the warrior palace, he discovered that what he saw from the view at his window at
the inn had been correct. The palace was enormous. The giant archways that led inside were big enough
for a ship to fit through and the open air arena that on the other side was the size of a small city. Inside, high walls and rows of benches on staggered balconies overlooked a giant ring in which twelve smaller
circles were evenly placed around its perimeter. The twelve rings looked to be the same size as the
fighting rings at Forsina, but in the center, between them all, was another ring, several times size of the others. Aaron saw a few people sparring in one of the rings at the far side of the arena, and he wandered
over to watch them. 
The fighters were dressed in robes from head to toe and they wore their headscarves wound tightly
around their faces as they fought in the cool morning air that was quickly turning hot and dry as the sun
rose higher into the sky. The fighters were very skilled, better than most he had faced at Forsina, and
Aaron knew they were not fighting to their full potential, for what he was seeing was merely a sparring
match. It was instructive though, to see the fighting styles of the two Ansari, who were very similar in
their movements to Kasha. Aaron knew from the way they moved that, underneath their garments, they
were both women and he wondered why, like Kasha, they fought in disguise, unlike the two men he saw
sparring at another circle nearby. 
As he approached the men, one of whom fought with a sword while the other with a pair of short
double-headed axes, Aaron sensed a vibration of power from them. He was tempted to use his power to
see what kind of magic they were using, but he decided against it. Not only would doing so go against his
decision not to use his power beyond keeping himself hidden from other mages, but it might alert them to
his power. He watched the two men fight, their battle scarred and heavily muscled armes beginning to
sweat with exertion and heat in the morning sun. They were both exceptional fighters as well, and Aaron
wondered if they had fought at the circle in Forsina, whether he would have made it to the final match
with Kasha. He knew he was a capable swordsman, well trained by Tarnath, but even the practice
matches in this place were an impressive display of skill. 
"You are early to see the matches," said a tall man with a deep voice. "They do not begin until the sun falls from the sky." The man strode across the arena floor toward Aaron. He wore a plain, light brown robe but Aaron could tell from his gait and the telltale signs that he was armored and armed under his
robe. 
"I was curious about this place," Aaron replied. "It is such a large structure, I thought perhaps giants lived here." 
"It is said they did, once," the man said, answering somewhat vaguely. "I am called Lento. The keeper of the circles." 
"I am called Antal," Aaron told him. 
"Antal," Lento stared at him for a moment, then a look of recognition appeared on his face. "Yes! 
Antal of Ashford. You are a fighter from the north. I have learned of your recent matches at Forsina. Do
you intend to enter the contest here at Ba'shan?" 
"No," Aaron said. "I was merely curious about this place." 
"Ah, that is a shame. If you were able to match Kasha, then you must be a fighter of some skill. It
has been many years since a fighter from the north has moved beyond the outer circles." 
"A fighter must win at the outer circles before competing here?" Aaron asked. 
"Yes," Lento said. "Ba'shan is the warrior's palace, where fighters come to see who is the king." 
"What does it mean when someone is called a king?" Aaron was curious about it, for it seemed to
be a popular expression among the people. Lento laughed. 
"Of course," Lento said. "I know something of the peoples of the north and I understand this would seem a strange title for you. Unlike the kings and queens in those lands, who rule nations and are often
born to their position, we in the desert call a king the most powerful fighter. The histories show this is
true of the kings of other lands. At one time they too were fighters, who took power and built castles, but these kings ceased to be fighters when they handed power to their children. We do not have such kings in
the desert. The only kings are those that fight and win. The rewards are great, for once you are a king, you need not pay for food or drink for the rest of your days. Most things are free for kings but only for them
and not for their family or their children. It is a right that must be earned through victory." 
"Are there many kings?" Aaron asked. 
"At this time, there are over a hundred kings, and many thousands who train so they may enter the
circles for the chance to become kings." 
"These kings and would be kings would make quite an army if war ever came to this land," Aaron
mused. 
"That is true," Lento said. "Though few have dared such a thing. How do you attack the sand, when it is always moving and changing?" 
Aaron thought about what Lento had said, and he wondered if it had something to do with the
expression the desert people were fond of saying about the Ansari. 
"It is difficult to know something that is always changing," Aaron said. 
"Ah, yes," Lento said with a smile. "But knowing this is the first step to knowing. You are an interesting man, Antal. Few northerners know Ansari, but there is maybe some hope for you yet. Now I
must attend to my duties. Many excellent fighters have come to Ba'shan, and the fights promise to be very
exciting. As a champion of Forsina, you may walk the grounds of the warrior's palace as you please. If
you see a worthy opponent, and you decide you wish to fight in the circles, I will be here." 


*****
Ariana's ribs continued to heal but the last few days on horseback were torturous as the force of
elven riders raced north through the forest and into the western foothills of Kandara. She was amazed at
the distance they traveled in such a short time and the endurance of the elven horses, which never seemed
to tire. As they traversed the mountain pass, they were joined by a group of fifty more Rangers, who had
been waiting for them. They were a mixed force of Kandaran and Maramyrian loyals, who disagreed with
the war, and they were both relieved and glad when Ariana removed her mask and told them who she
was. The Rangers from her kingdom had been worried that standing against the army of their own land
might be considered treason, but Ariana assured them that even if she had been murdered by some
Kandaran plot, she would never support a war against an entire people like the one being waged by her
uncle Cerric. 
They rose before dawn and traversed the Kandaran side of the range, reaching the western foothills
with the rising of the sun, where they encountered another division of Maramyrians, several hundred
strong, who immediately attacked before Ariana could let them know she was their rightful queen. Keira
rode at the front of the column of Elves, flying a white flag, but, as the Rangers had warned, the soldiers were under orders to attack any who might come through the pass, who were not wearing the colors of
Maramyr. The battle, however, did not last long and Ariana was not surprised to see the Elves outmatch
the soldiers of her own kingdom. Though they were trying hard not to kill the Maramyrians, Ariana could
see that each elven warrior was worth at least a handful of Maramyrian regulars and she was glad that
relations between the two kingdoms had long been peaceful. Even with the elves trying not to kill them, a
good many of the soldiers were killed by the elven riders before their commander was finally captured
and brought before Ariana. He was a man, she recognized and she hoped he would know her as well. 
"Kneel," Keira said, pushing the man to the ground. 
"I kneel to no one. I am Captain Pells, and officer of the Maramyrian army and I will certainly not
kneel to elves." 
"Will you kneel to me, Captain Pells?" Ariana asked as she took off her mask. 
"And who are you?" Pells asked, looking up at her. 
"Do you not recognize your rightful queen?" 
Pells spat on the ground. 
"All I see is an ugly wench whose got half a face. Now are you going to kill me or not?" 
"Keep him here," Ariana said. "Bring the others." 
Several more Maramyrian prisoners were brought before her and it did not take long before a few
of them recognized her. One of them, a sickly looking man who was missing a front tooth broke into tears. 
"I volunteered, milady," he said. "When I heard what the Kandarans had done, I signed up right away. I saw you once at a spring festival when you were younger. You smiled at me when you rode past
and I knew you were one of the good ones. I was so mad when I heard what I heard." 
"What is your name?" Ariana asked him. 
"It's Gerel, milady," he said, "and I'm no soldier. I've been trying my best to be a good soldier, but I'm better at making shoes." He looked around at the bare feet of the elves. "I guess you don't have much use for shoes. I never knew the elves went around barefoot." 
"Gerel," Ariana said. "Can you explain to your Captain, who I am?" 
Gerel turned to Captain Pells. 
"You don't know, sir? That's the princess, Ariana." 
Pells snorted in disbelief but he started looking more closely at her now. 
"Geral, we ride for Kandara next, and we may have little choice but to fight our own people," 
Ariana explained. "You may join us or you may leave the battle. It is your choice." 
Geral sighed deeply and he looked in the direction of the fighting that was still ongoing between the
elves and the soldiers. 
"Where am I to go? I sold everything and closed my shop when I joined the army. My business was
drying up, what with Cerric taking over the leather workers and all the other craftworks as well. All
anyone makes now at Maramyr is armor and weapons. No, I'll stay on with you, your highness." 
"Thank you, Geral," Ariana said. She walked over to Pells and stared at him. 
"I...uh," he stammered, "I beg your forgiveness, princess. I honestly did not think it was you." 
Ariana bit her tongue for a moment and breathed deeply, trying to cool her anger. 
"This ugly wench, Captain Pells," she said, "is your Queen. She was prettier once, until her uncle sent men to kill her. This is what they did. It is a mark upon me, and it is a mark upon the kingdom and I
mean to make him pay for it dearly, and for what he is doing to Kandara." 
"Yes, your highness," Pells said. "King...I mean, your uncle Cerric is different now. Ever since the ceremony with the priests, when he married Calexis, he is different, worse than he ever was." 
"All the more reason to stop his madness, don't you think?" 
"Agreed, your highness." 
"Good, then let's start with these soldiers here," Ariana said. "They are lucky I have asked the elven guard to do their best not to kill them, but if you could please order them to stop fighting, I would be most grateful." 


*****
Borrican looked out over the high city wall near the front gate and it seemed as though the entire
horizon was covered in enemy soldiers. It had been several days since they had appeared, sitting a
hundred paces beyond the range of the archers and the catapults that lined the tops of the walls. A party
rode forward toward the gate, heavily shielded against arrows and bearing a white flag. Behind the safety
of the parapet next to him, Borrican's brother Elric and their uncle, Duke Boric spoke with several of the
guard commanders about preparations for the attack, whenever it might come. 
"Brother, uncle," Borrican called out. "Riders approach the walls under the white flag." 
Boric walked over to his nephew and looked out through the gap in the wall. 
"It looks like they wish to talk," he said. "I wonder what they have to say." 
"What do you think, uncle?" Elric asked. 
"I think we should indulge them their little white scrap of cloth, and by we, I mean me and possibly
your brother, if he'd like to learn a thing or two," Boric replied. 
"Why should Borrican go and not me?" Elric asked. "I am the king." 
"That is exactly the reason you will stay here," Boric told him. 
He was amazed at how much younger Elric seemed than his younger brother, or perhaps it was
simply the fact that Elric spent most of his days studying the laws of the land while Borrican spent most of his time training with the sword. Whatever the case, it would not be proper for a king to step out on the
field in such a way. There were enough stories of white flags being used to set traps, that some amount of
caution might be advisable. 
"Your duty is to the people within these walls until such time as you must take to the field," Boric told him. "Until the king joins the battle, it is the duty of second sons like myself and your brother, to take such risks in your stead." 
"Fair enough, uncle," Elric said. "I merely wish to look our enemy in the eye, to see those who have invaded our land." 
Perhaps Elric was not so weak as he thought, Boric wondered. Whatever might be the truth of it, 
this war would make men out of both boys and, though it was unavoidable, it was an experience he did
not wish on either of them. He turned to his other nephew. 
"Borrican, do you fancy a ride outside the walls?" Boric peered out over the wall and his eyes
shifted to a more reptilian look for a moment. "If I'm not mistaken, that's Prince Draxis and your old Senior Captain from the Academy. I can't see the third man clearly, but he looks familiar." 
Borrican looked over the wall and the three men and their contingent of soldiers looked like little
more than ants on the ground from the distance and the height. 
"How can you see that far, uncle?" Elric asked as he looked out over the wall as well. 
"I exercise my eyes more than most," Boric said with a wink at Borrican. He turned to his new
retainer, the Ranger in black named Margo. "Gather an equal contingent of to their number and meet us at the gate." 
"Right away, Duke Boric." 
Margo headed off to round up some horses and soldiers, and Boric and his two nephews walked
down the long stairs from the wall. 
"I will begin my inspection of the guard," Elric said. "Report to me what you learn from this party outside the walls." 
"Yes, your highness," Boric said, bowing his head so the many soldiers and common folk who
could now see them would know that young Elric was now their king. There had already been some unrest
among the people when the news had spread that Elric had assumed the throne, so it was important
reassure them that he was capable and in command. 
Elric nodded and, with a group of guards, headed up into the city to make his rounds. Boric and
Borrican made their way to the gate, where they found Margo already saddled up with two dozen guards
on horseback. Borrican stepped up into the saddle of his black charger and his uncle walked over to the
wall by the gate and picked up his giant axe in one hand, then swung himself into the saddle of his own
horse, one of a few he kept in the stables that were strong enough to carry both him and his oversized
weapon. A few moments later, the portcullis was raised, the gate swung open and the bridge was lowered
over the mote. 
As they rode over the drawbridge, Boric turned in the saddle. 
"Borrican," he said. "Let me do the talking for now. Nathas knows your face but the rest of them won't recognize you, so let's not give things away unnecessarily." 
"Understood, uncle," Borrican said as he glanced down over the edge of the drawbridge at the oily black pitch that floated greasily on the water in the mote and blackened the grass at its edges. Its smell
was powerful in his nostrils and something about it made his heart beat a little harder. His horse sensed
the tension in him and sidestepped a little but Borrican reined the beast back into line. Over these last
days, as the battle drew nearer and the smoke of forges and the light scent of blood were carried on the
wind, Borrican had found himself increasingly tense and it was as though there was a kind of rushing
sound in his ears. He felt it more intensely as they rode out onto the field toward the enemy. 
"Duke Boric," said a young man, wearing a dark cowl over his head. His voice was strange
sounding and Borrican guessed that he must be the half-Darga son of Calexis. 
"Draxis," Boric replied, recognizing him at once. "How lovely to see you again." Boric turned to the other two men, one of whom Borrican knew very well and another who he did not recognize, even
now that he could see him properly under the man's grey cowl. "Nathas. Lord Kaleb, I thought that might be you." 
Nathas nodded at Borrican, but beyond the flicker of recognition in his eyes, he did not
acknowledge him any more than the rest of the party. Borrican wondered if Nathas had gone cold hearted
or if his uncle was right, that Nathas would show discretion by not drawing attention to him. 
"Duke Boric," Kaleb said with an unenthusiastic sigh. "King Cerric has ordered us to command you to tell the king to surrender unconditionally." 
"Instead of sending such a ridiculous message, why doesn't he come down here himself?" Boric
asked. 
"For the same reason your king does not come down for a white flag," Draxis said. 
"You mean he's busy eating breakfast?" Boric joked. "Alas, I suppose that lying, usurping, pond scum, fools like Cerric need to eat too." 
"Save your insults, creature," Draxis hissed. "I owe Cerric no love and neither do these two fools. 
We are here to give you the god-king's message, nothing more." 
"He's calling himsel a god now?" Boric laughed. 
"There may be some truth to it," Kaleb said. "There are rumors that something happened at the ceremony with the mage priests. Cerric claims he is the god, Kroma, and the mages seem to believe him." 
"Is this true?" Boric asked Nathas. 
"Is Cerric a god? I don't know, but the mages have lost their usual arrogance and they scurrying
around him like they're afraid." 
"Interesting," Boric commented. "I cannot imagine anyone being afraid of Cerric, especially not mages or anyone with half an idea of how to use the pointy end of a blade." 
"It matters not," Draxis said, turning his horse around. "The message is delivered. The next we meet, I will have your head, Boric Akandar." 
Draxis rode off and both Nathas and Kaleb tarried for a moment. 
"I am truly sorry to meet you again like this, Boric," Nathas said. 
"You are doing your duty to your king," Boric said. "I am not looking forward to this battle. I'd like you to know, personally, that Kandara had nothing to do with the murder of the princess." 
Nathas nodded and Borrican caught a nod between his former instructor and his uncle. He noticed
the man named Kaleb nodded to Boric as well before he turned his mount and rode back to the
Maramyrian lines. 
"They know something," Boric said as he rode alongside Borrican back toward the city walls. 
"Either that, or they don't believe the story." 
"How could they believe that we would do such a thing?" Borrican asked. His uncle glanced back
at the Maramyrian and Xallan armies. 
"They've got thousands convinced, and thousands more here to win some glory and a bit of gold," 
Boric said. "The reason might be false, but it was reason enough to get this wagon rolling and there's not much chance of stopping it now." 


*****
Ariana and the Elven guard made their way toward the capital city of Kandara that rose up in the
distance ahead and they saw the vast army arrayed on the fields before it. They stopped short of the open
fields that stretched out across the lands before the crown city and concealed themselves in a stand of
trees while Captain Pells rode ahead with a group of a hundred soldiers, making for the forward
encampment. As soon as they arrived, the soldiers quickly tended to their horses then began filtering their way through the rest of the ranks, striking up quiet conversations with the other soldiers of Maramyr. Pells went looking for the commanders and when he made it to the command tent, one of the guards informed
him that Nathas, Kaleb, and the half-Darga, Draxis, were in conference. 
"It is likely the Kandarans have readied boiling oil atop the walls," Nathas said, pointing at a large drawing of the city walls, with various markings on it, "but if the mages can bring down even a section of the wall, then it will create a break. I agree, these three areas look the most promising." 
"The mage fire should open holes in the stone," Draxis said. "I have seen their magic. It is very destructive." 
"I heard a rumor that Berant has been working some magic of his own," Kaleb added. "Apparently he's got his hands on some of the cannon that the pirates and the Aghlar use. With the mages fire, the
catapults and the cannon, assuming the Kandarans don't have any tricks up their sleeves, the walls could
come down very quickly. If I were the sort to lay a wager, I'd say they might come down within a few
days." 
"That's a lot sooner than you thought before," Nathas said. 
"I said, assuming the Kandarans don't have any tricks up their sleeves," Kaleb repeated with a wry smile. He looked at both Nathas and Draxis. "Would either of you like to be the one to report all of this to Cerric or shall I?" 
"Excuse me, Captain General Nathas, sir," said a soldier, who opened the flap at the entrance of the tent. "There is a Captain Pells requesting to speak with you." 
Pells was supposed to be leagues away, guarding the western passes. His first thought was to
instruct the soldier to order Pells back to his designated area, but he saw something in the eyes of the
soldier that gave him pause. 
"Did he say what it was about?" Nathas asked. 
"He claims it is a personal matter, something to do with a family member, sir." 
"This is the problem with sieges," Nathas said with a sigh. "Before long, the soldiers start asking how long before the battle starts, then when will it finish, and when can they go home." 
"They do not wish for the glory of conquest?" Draxis asked. Nathas stared at the half-Darga for a moment, realizing that he was genuinely curious. 
"Glory and conquest are fleeting, Draxis. After the war is over, that's when the living is done." 
"A warrior is not truly alive except in battle," Draxis said. 
"Perhaps, but most warriors would not even be alive if there were no mothers and fathers to birth
them and provide some amount of peace to raise them." 
"I will take this information to Cerric," Draxis said, rolling up the drawings of the city walls and stuffing them in a thicker paper cylinder. "I will think on your words, Nathas." 
"Thank you, Draxis," Nathas said as the half-Darga exited the tent. 
"What a strange fellow," Kaleb commented after he had left. 
"At times, he seems very young, like a boy," Nathas said. "From what I gather, Draxis was raised by the priesthood, and they're a far cry from the mages of old, so who knows what kinds of ideas they put
in his head. In their obsession with their book and their god, I doubt they've got much common sense about
the world. Let us go and find out what Pells wants. I expect Cerric may order the attack soon, so I doubt
there is much we can do for the Captain's family issue." 


*****
Draxis rode through the thousands of soldiers and stopped briefly to inspect his Darga legions on
his way to the main encampment where he knew he would find Cerric and his mother. They were likely at
their pavilion, drinking wine or enjoying time in bed, which seemed to be their favorite pastime. It
irritated him that the Maramyrian king seemed to have his mother in thrall and that neither of them
appeared to give much thought to the campaign. The other two generals, Mirdel and Berant were not much
better, though Berant spent most of his time overseeing the activities of the soldiers, which Draxis
respected, while Mirdel could usually be found in his own pavilion, most often into his second bottle of
wine before the sun had even made its way to the middle of the sky. Draxis was surprised to find Cerric, 
Calexis and the two Lords General in the command pavilion. 
"Draxis," Calexis said when he entered the large tent. "Your timing could not be better. We have a something of a problem." 
"How may I be of service," Draxis said, inclining his head to his mother and Cerric. 
"It seems an old enemy has taken to the field, Draxis. The Elven Guard rides for Kandara." 
"Elves? The mages told me about these creatures," Draxis said. "They are tree people, who live in the forests to the west of the great river." 
"The elven are loathesome creatures, but they are fierce warriors, Draxis. This will be a true test
for your Darga warriors. You are to engage the elves." 
"I had hoped to fight Duke Boric," Draxis said. "Can the regular soldiers not deal with these creatures?" 
In a movement so fast that Draxis could barely see it, Cerric rushed toward him and smashed him in
the side of the head with his open hand. The impact of the king's hand was like stone from a catapult and it sent the half-Darga skidding sideways across the floor of the command tent where he landed hard on the
ground. 
"Do not question my orders," Cerric growled and the others stood silently in shock. 
Mirdel and Berant shuffled uncomfortably where they stood and Calexis fought the urge to rush to
her son's side, to see if he was injured, but she was relieved when Draxis slowly pushed himself from the
floor. None of them had ever seen Cerric move in such a way, and though Calexis knew the king who had
become a god was strong, she had not imagined how powerful he truly was. Draxis felt like the bones in
his face had nearly been shattered and he realized that Cerric had only hit him with an open hand. If the
king was truly that powerful, his seeming nonchalance toward the war became more understandable. 
Draxis regained his feet and brushed himself off. He inclined his head to the king. 
"As you command, your highness," Draxis said. "With your permission, I will leave at once." 
"Granted," Cerric said. Draxis pulled the thick paper cylinder from his belt and held it out to the god-king. 
"These are the reports on the walls of Kandara, sent by Nathas and Lord Kaleb for Lords Mirdel
and Berant." 
"Very good," Cerric said, taking it from Draxis then he walked away from him, tossing the materials to Mirdel. 
Draxis nodded to his mother then exited the tent, thinking of only one thing; how he too could gain
such power as Cerric possessed. Nothing would please him more to strike down the god-king, but for
now, he would do as he was commanded and kill these Elves who dared the battlefield. He was only a
few paces away from the command pavilion when a horn sounded and he saw several of his Darga racing
through the encampment toward him, with his Darga subordinate, Meznak in the lead. The few Xallan and
Maramyrian soldier who tried to stop them were easily cast aside by the much larger, stronger Darga
warriors. 
"What is the meaning of this, Meznak?" Draxis hissed and he glanced over his shoulder to see
Cerric and the Generals, along with his mother, appear from the command tent. 
"Lord Draxis," Meznak said, bending on his knee. "The soldiers in the forward camp move to the city without us. Captain General Nathas came to us after you and said for the Darga to await your orders. 
Why did you not give us the orders? Will the Darga not fight in this battle?" 
"What is happening?" Cerric asked as he walked up. 
"The forward army is moving toward the city," Draxis said. "My Darga thought it prudent to alert me to this. Have orders been given that I am unaware of?" 
"No, Nathas was told to await my orders," Cerric said. "Draxis, find out what he is doing and send one of your Darga back with a report." 
"Yes, your highness," Draxis said. "Come." He gathered the Darga and, together, they made their way through the camp, stopping for a moment for Draxis to gather his horse, then they made for the
forward encampment, the Darga on foot, running almost as quickly as their leader's horse. 
Cerric watched the half-Darga making their way across the open fields toward the forward
encampment and he could see the lines of soldiers moving toward the city ahead. He wondered what
Nathas was doing, then he looked to the west and saw movement. Cerric closed his eyes for a moment, 
and he reached out with his power, searching. He saw a group of his soldiers, on horseback riding west. 
Where were they going? He drew deeper from his power, pushing the limits of his sight. He knew they
were there, somewhere, and no matter how hard they tried, they were no longer in the protection of their
forest and they could not hide from him. He found them among the trees, waiting for the riders, his
soldiers. It did not make sense until he felt something else, something he had not expected. Cerric's eyes
snapped open. 
"It seems the elves have moved faster than I thought," he said. "Where are the mages?" 
"They are working with the builders, overseeing the completion of the siege engines, your
highness," Mirdel said. 
"Are the engines complete?" 
"They have been built, yes." 
"Then have them brought forward, and have the mages to disperse throughout the army, one mage
for every hundred soldiers. Assign them to units. 
"But your highness," Berant said, "I thought we were going to have the mages work directly with the seige engines." 
"Are you questioning my orders?" Cerric asked. 
"No, highness," Berant said. "Not at all. I only seek to understand that I may better serve you." 
"You will understand soon enough," Cerric told him. "Now carry out my commands. I will wait no longer. We attack Kandara at once." 
"Yes, your highness," Mirdel said, throwing a look at Berant. 
"As you command, your highness," Berant said. 


*****
Ariana and the Elven forces saw the approaching riders, a contingent of a hundred Maramyrian
cavalry, heading straight for the trees where they waited and they prepared for an attack, but the riders
stopped short of their position and one, who looked as though he was their commander rode forward
toward the trees. He whistled a pattern that sounded like a birdcall of some kind. 
"He is a Ranger," Keira said, but I do not know him. Ariana strained to see the man through the
leaves of the trees and she recognized his face. 
"His name is Kaleb Alaran, the Lord of White Falls," Ariana said. "Pells said he was the second in command under Captain Nathas." 
"White falls? I have heard of this place," Keira said. "It is mentioned in the old histories." 
"Generations ago, White Falls was the home of a powerful duchy, ruled by House Alaran, one of
the old royal lines of Maramyr. They lost most of their lands during the Great War, though White Falls
remains. Kaleb is one of the last Lords of Alaran." 
"If he is a Ranger, he keeps to the old ways," Keira said. "I will ride out and make sure of his intentions." 
Keira rode out of the trees toward the Maramyrian lord and Quenta moved his horse up to where
Keira had been, next to Ariana. 
"Do we plan to sit here all day or shall we ride for Kandara?" 
"Quenta," Ariana smiled at him even though she knew he could not see her face. "I believe this is the escort Pells said would be sent for us." 
Keira confirmed it with a whistle and waved for the elves to join her. Kaleb was surprised at the
number of Elven riders that emerged from the small stand of trees. He had met an elf once, when he was a
boy, back when King Gregor was still alive, and he remembered seeing the Elven Guard with their
strange and fearsome masks, but he had forgotten just how intimidating they were. The elven riders rode
slowly from the trees and stopped in formation, just short of Kaleb's own riders, and two of the elves
rode forward, a male and a female by the different styles of their armor. They reined their horses in next
to him and the elven Ranger named Keira then the female slid her mask to the side of her face. 
"Lord Kaleb," Ariana said. "It is very good to see you." 
"Princess Ariana," Kaleb said, at first smiling at her. "It is even better to see you alive and well." 
"Yes, despite my uncle Cerric's great determination, I yet survive," she said. "What news from Kandara?" 
"We have been camped outside the walls for several days, waiting on Cerric's orders. We have
been told that we are waiting for the siege engines to be built, but Nathas and I suspect there may be some other reason for the delay. Whatever the case, all that has changed now that word has spread through the
army of your return." 
"I am glad," Ariana said. "I would like nothing more than for this war to end immediately." 
"That might be difficult, your highness," Kaleb said. "Many of the soldiers want proof before they disobey Cerric, but even then, there's the matter of Kandara. There are over fifty thousand soldiers here
and many of them are Xallan as well as several thousand Darga. I doubt Cerric and Calexis will call off
the attack, and there may even be some among our own ranks who remain loyal to your uncle, so it puts us
in a difficult position, but we have a few ideas, but what happens next is up to you. You are the rightful
Queen, after all." 
"Tell me what you and Nathas propose, Kaleb," Ariana said. 
"Nathas has already moved the advance forces away from the battlefield, but Cerric still has the
larger force under his command. We can either order our people to quit the field and return to Maramyr, 
or we can stay and fight Cerric and Calexis. However, that will mean a lot of chaos since it essentially
means that the army will be fighting itself." 
"What of the other soldiers?" Quenta asked. "Why would they remain loyal to Cerric, the usurper?" 
"They do not yet know of Ariana's return," Kaleb said. "We thought to move the advance troops away before Cerric could learn of it. No doubt he would deny it or try to suppress such information." 
"Kaleb," Ariana said. "This is Quenta, he is in command of the Elven Guard." 
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Quenta," Kaleb said. "You are Solari, if I am not mistaken." 
"You are well informed," Quenta said. 
"I try to stay abreast of what is going on in the world," Kaleb replied then he turned to Ariana. 
"What say you, highness?" 
"As much as I would want for everyone to return home," Ariana said, thinking carefully, "Kandara needs our help and while it is Cerric's fault all of this has happened, it is my responsibility. We will stay, Kaleb, and we must find some way that I can present myself to the rest of our soldiers and hope they will
leave Cerric's side and return to me." 
"That was what Nathas and I thought you might say, so we are repositioning our people to better
defend Kandara, which will be easier once they know that we are now their defenders. Might I
recommend that, before you address the main army, you have a meeting with the Kandarans? It would not
do for them to attack us." 
"Yes, of course," Ariana agreed. 
"Then we had best hurry," Kaleb said. "No doubt Cerric is wondering why a large portion of his army is moving on its own. They are positioned to provide cover for your entry to Kandara, but it would
be encouraging for the soldiers if they could see your face when you ride past." 
"I will wear my mask like this," Ariana said. "They will see enough." 
"As you wish, highness." 


*****
Atop the walls, Borrican and his uncle watched the forward portion of the army that was camped
outside the city begin moving to the west. At first, they worried that the Maramyrians had found some
weakness in the city walls, but then the soldiers stopped and their ranks spread into a long line only a few rows deep. 
"It makes no sense," Boric said. 
"Perhaps Cerric is playing games," Borrican said. "It would be like him to try to mock us in some way." 
"I don't think so." Boric gazed out along the line of Maramyrian troops that stretched out to the west. 
"Everything they have done so far has been very normal. Cover the exits, secure the supply lines, build some siege engines, all of which they have done, and the next step is to bombard the walls and do
whatever they can to drive us out to the field so they can butcher us. The only other curious thing is how
long they have taken without attacking the walls, though it could be taking them longer than usual to
construct the siege engines they are undoubtedly building. As for moving a part of the army into this
configuration, I think I see the reason for it now, but it still does not make any sense." 
"What's that, uncle?" Borrican asked as he also saw movement in the distance. 
"Riders, my boy," Boric told him. "They look to be Rangers and Elves. What I don't understand is why the Maramyrians are letting them through. It looks as though they have moved into position to protect
them." 
Borrican could see the Maramyrian lines beginning to return to their original configuration as the
riders moved closer to the city. From the view atop the high parapet it did look very strange. 
"I see," Boric said, having used his power so he could see a little further. He started laughing. 
"Well, this is excellent news. Borrican, it appears that your lady friend will be coming for a royal visit." 
"My lady friend?" 
"If my eyes don't deceive me, and they never do, that is Princess Ariana dressed up as a member of
the Elven Guard and riding toward us," Boric said with a grin. "Open the gate!" 
Boric ran down the stairs toward the gates, shouting orders for the guards to drop the bridge and
prepare to receive guests. Borrican stood atop the wall for a few moments more, trying to see the faces of
the riders, but it looked like they were wearing masks of some kind, all except for the one who rode near
the front. As they came closer to the city, he could see that the rider was a woman and that her mask was
pushed to one side of her face. He now recognized the other half of her face and Borrican raced down the
stone steps after his uncle. 
Ariana rode in through the open gate and into a clear yard just inside that was lined with Kandaran
soldiers. When she saw Duke Boric, she dismounted her horse and went to him and the big man scooped
her up in an unexpected bear hug. As quick as lightning, Keira, had her sword drawn and was moving
toward the Duke, but she stopped when she heard his bellowing voice laughing heartily as he put Ariana
down. The Kandaran soldiers barely had time to touch the hilts of their own swords before Keira had
already slid her blade back in its scabbard. 
"Your friend is a might touchy," Boric said, eyeing the masked elf, who was barely a sword's length away. "I see you've taken to wearing an elven mask." 
"Well, my mother was an elven princess," Ariana said with a smile. 
"Yes she was," Boric said. "You do look very much like her, though I have always thought you have your father's eyes and it's good to see them again. It is good to see you again, Ariana." 
"Thank you, Boric," Ariana said then she turned to look at the elves who had accompanied her. 
"This is Keira. She is a member of the Queen's Guard and a Ranger." Ariana pointed to the rest of the elves. "That is Quenta, the Prince of Solari and second seat of the Elven Court. We have brought several hundred elven warriors to help defend Kandara." 
"Well, I don't know if a few hundred will tip the balance, but something is going on with a bunch of
the soldiers outside the wall. It looks almost as though they might be switching sides." Boric said. 
"The Maramyrians loyal to Ariana have elected to defend this city," Quenta said as he walked up to Boric and Ariana. He inclined his head for a moment then stared at Boric from behind his mask. 
"Greetings from Elvanar, Duke Boric Akandar." 
"Quenta Solari," Boric said. "You are Laurana's son, if I am not mistaken." 
"That I am." 
"A wonderful woman and a capable Queen, she is," Boric said. "Welcome to Kandara. We are glad you answered our call for aid. Some no longer hold to the old ways, and it is good to see the elves still
honor the treaties." 
"We have come as called," Quenta said with a nod. 
"Borrican!" Ariana exclaimed and ran toward the Kandaran prince. 
"Ariana," Borrican said. "I am so glad to see you. I could barely believe my eyes." Even though he had caught a glimpse of Ariana when she rode up to the city wall, he was surprised at how different she
was from when he had last seen her. She looked stronger, more vibrant and, even though she wore an
elven mask on the side of her face, the part that smiled at him was even more beautiful than he had
remembered. 
Ariana embraced Borrican in a tight hug, forgetting their past antagonisms, for she was glad to see
her friend. When he put his arms around her to return her embrace, Ariana felt the firm muscle in his arms
and back and she looked up at his face and saw not the boy prince she remembered, but a man with a
serious look about him. It caught her off guard how close they were and she stepped back, though one of
her hands could not help but linger on his arm for a moment longer. 
One of the Kandaran guards called from the open gate, interrupting their reunion. 
"Duke Boric, two Maramyrians approach the gate." 
"Let them through," Boric called. A few moments later, Nathas and Kaleb appeared. "Nathas, 
Kaleb," Boric said. "I wondered why the two of you were acting so strangely when we met on the field." 
"We did not yet know, Boric," Kaleb said. "We only suspected." 
"I have known for some time, Duke Boric, but without proof, there was little I could do," Nathas
said then he turned to Ariana. "Highness, I am sorry that I failed you at Rivergate. I had my people
searching for days." 
"You were looking for me?" 
"After a manner," Nathas told her. "The soldiers thought they were looking for Aaron, but I sent them out hoping they would find you instead." 
"Where is Aaron?" she asked. 
"He went south, with that girl, Carly," Nathas told her. 
"Aaron lives?" Borrican asked, relieved to hear word of his friend. 
"As far as I know, he is in the southlands, keeping clear of Cerric," Nathas said. 
"I'm glad he is safe," Ariana said. "It was so unfair that he became involved in everything. I hope after all of this is over, I can apologize to him for all the trouble I caused. But for now, on behalf of the kingdom of Maramyr, I apologize to everyone here, every Kandaran who as lost their home and been
forced to take refuge inside these walls. My uncle has stolen my crown, usurped the throne that is
rightfully mine and set our two countries on the path to war." She turned to Borrican. "I must speak with your father, the King and address the Royal Court." 
"We'll take you to see the king, but as for the court, you're looking at it," Boric said, clapping his big hand on Borrican's shoulder. 
"Your highness," Kaleb said. "It would be better if you were to remain within the walls. Duke Boric, I assume you are in charge of Kandara's defenses. We are at your command. Our people went to
war over the lie that the princess was killed. Now that she is returned, they are as determined to protect
her as they are to right the wrong that has been done in her name." 
"Borrican," Boric said. "Please conduct Princess Ariana to your brother and father, then return to me here. We've got a battle to fight and I have a feeling it will begin very soon." He turned to the Elven Prince. "Prince Quenta, are you and the Elven Guard here to guard the Princess or can we count on you in the battle?" 
"Princess Ariana is more than capable of defending herself," Quenta said with a nod to Ariana, 
"And she has her Queen's Guard. The rest of us are here to assist you in this battle." 
"I hope you are up for a challenge," Boric said. 
"I have never turned away from one," Quenta told him. 
"Have you heard of the Darga?" 
"Unfortunately, yes, though I have not yet fought them." 
"I have," Boric said. "They are very strong, fast and they have tough skin patched with iron hard scales. They might prove a challenge, even for the members of the Elven Guard." 
"We will see about that," Quenta said. 
"I certainly hope so," Boric replied with as mile. 
"Duke Boric, the enemy army is moving," Margo called down from atop the wall. 
"Which army are you talking about?" Boric asked. "The one just outside the walls have changed sides." 
"The other one, the main army beyond," she said. "The Darga are falling back to join them. 
"Nathas, Kaleb, Quenta," Boric said to the three commanders. "We have much to discuss and very little time. The battle will soon be upon us." 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Ariana and Borrican made their way through the city to the palace, where they encountered
Borrican's older brother, Elric, who had just been told of the developments at the city walls and was just
about to head down to the gates. 
"Queen Ariana, " Elric said, using her formal title and bowing his head for a moment. "We are very glad you have come to Kandara." 
"King Elric," Ariana said, using his title as the acting monarch, which Borrican had explained to her on the way to the palace. "I had hoped to address both you and your father, to express my apology on
behalf of Maramyr. No doubt you have been told that soldiers loyal to me now defend Kandara from those
of my uncle." 
"Yes," Elric said. "I just received word of this, thus my gratitude for your timely arrival. I understand that you have brought a contingent of the Elven Guard as well. Let us hope that they are as
capable in battle as the legends say, for Cerric has many mages and with the Xallan Queen, brings many
more soldiers and these Darga creatures." 
"The elves are dedicated fighters," Ariana told him. Elric nodded then he looked to his brother. 
"Borrican, father is in the court if you wish to see him, but I do not recommend it. He is in one of his intemperate moods." 
"Thanks for warning me, brother," Borrican said. 
"If you will excuse me, I must see to the people," Elric said. "No doubt they will be heartened by this latest turn of events." 
"Your highness," Ariana said with a nod as Elric left them. She turned to Borrican. "I do not know your brother, but he seems upset or taken by melancholy." 
"Elric has been that way since our mother died," Borrican said. "He does his best to hide it and put on a good face when he is at court, but he is like a walking ghost. I should warn you, my father the old
king, suffers for the same reason but his moods are more volatile. Elric did not say as much, but I suspect that our father may have given him some trouble." 
"I did not know of the difficulties with your family," Ariana said. 
"The House of Akandra has had a long history of broken hearts," Borrican said. "We do not recover well from the loss of those we love and seldom remarry." 
"The nobles of Kandara do not marry lightly then," Ariana commented. 
"No," Borrican said. "We do not. I think that is why my uncle has never taken a wife." 
"Forgive me, Borrican," Ariana said. "I mean no insult, but I find it sad that your uncle would forsake love for fear of a broken heart." 
"Perhaps it is, but he would call it a practical decision. He is fond of saying that love is for the
lucky, and he has never won a toss of the dice." 
"If one never tosses the dice, then one has no chance at winning," Ariana pointed out. 
"Or losing," Borrican said. "Come, let us visit my father." 
They pushed open the great doors to the court and saw the old king Eric sitting on his throne. 
"I told you to keep out and stay off my throne, coward!" he shouted. Ariana threw a questioning
glance at Borrican, and he seemed a little upset by what his father had said, so she decided to let it go. 
Eric squinted at them as they walked toward him and his eyes brightened. "Ah, Borrican! I mistook you
for your brother. Now who's this you've brought to see me?" 
Eric rose from the throne and walked toward them. Ariana was surprised at how old the king
looked, though she was curious at how tall he seemed, even though he stood no greater in height than
Borrican. 
"Father, I present to you Queen Ariana of Maramyr, Princess of House Coromyr and Princess of
House Solari of Elvanar." 
Eric sniffed at her. "I thought I smelled the blood of an elf. It's been a long time since I've had the pleasure. Fresh as a summer breeze you are. What's that on your face, girl?" 
"It is an Elven mask, King Eric," Ariana said. "I have come with the Elven Guard to help defend Kandara against its enemies." 
"Bah, your own armies are the enemy," he scoffed. 
"My uncle, Cerric has usurped my throne, King Eric," Ariana told him and the wizened old king
stared at her for a moment. 
"That I understand," Eric said, then he leaned in to her and spoke in a low voice that was almost a whisper. "Truth be told, my other son, Elric seems to have usurped mine. He thinks I'm unfit to govern and my brother Boric speaks to me like I'm a child as though I couldn't beat him proper, which I'm of a mind to doing. Perhaps I should thrash them both. That might scare some respect into young Elric and wake him
up. You might want to think about giving Cerric a smack. That might smarten him up as well." 
"I certainly hope for the opportunity," Ariana said. "Unfortunately there is an army in the way, preventing me from doing so, for the moment." 
"Young lady, it is irritating trying to talk to you while looking at that mask on your face," Eric said. 
"Either be an Elven Princess or be a Maramyrian Queen." 
"I am both," Ariana said, then she sighed, realizing that she was going to have to take off her mask at some point. "Out of respect for you, I will honor your request, King Eric, though I would rather not." 
Ariana took off her mask and the old king stared at her for a moment then he stepped close to her
and stared closely at the scars on her face. It was awkward and a little uncomfortable for the old man to
be so close, especially because she could hear him sniffing at her. Borrican, who stood to her right, could not yet see what his father was looking at, so he found Eric's behaviour even stranger. 
"I smell the trees, a drop of water, the hardness of stone, the earthy loam, the breeze and the wind," 
the king said, sniffing her even more. "You have tasted fire." 
"Yes," Ariana told him, not sure about the rest of what he had said, but acknowledging the scars on her face. "I was injured when my uncle's men tried to kill me." 
"You've a little fire in you but not nearly enough," Eric said, still sniffing at her then he glanced at Borrican. "That won't do. It won't do at all." 
"If you mean my magic," Ariana said. "I can make fire like most mages, but it is not one of my strengths. My family has had bad luck with fire." Eric sniffed her again. 
"You have the sight, likely a gift from your mother," Eric said. "Your father had such gifts as well, but he did not pursue them and that was his folly." 
"You knew my parents?" 
"Of course," Eric told her, standing up straight and proud. "I am the King of Kandara, Eric Akandar of the House Akandra. King Gregor and Queen Aria were guests here at my palace as I was at theirs. It
was a different time then, mind you I was against their marriage at first, but you are an interesting creature and perhaps that is the way of things now." 
"I don't really understand," Ariana told him, "but I am pleased to know that you were fond of my parents." 
"Oh yes. They were a lovely pair. Lovely. They were dear friends with my wife," Eric said and his eyes took on a faraway look for a moment, then his attention returned and he looked at Ariana with a
fierce look, like that of a predator defending its young. "I will give you a gift. That will help you. Yes, that is what I will do. Would you like me to give you a gift?" 
"A gift?" 
"Yes, it is a secret gift," he said. "Borrican could give you the gift, but he doesn't know how yet, though he will learn it soon enough. His foolish brother may learn it someday if he ever gets his fire back. 
It is the gift of fire. Would you like the gift of fire?" 
"Father," Borrican said, starting to feel uncomfortable at his father's strange talk. "I think Ariana must be tired from her journey. She insisted on coming to see you, out of respect. Perhaps we should
allow her some time to refresh herself." 
"Borrican," Eric said, his voice suddenly stern and powerful. Ariana was shocked when the old
king's hand shot toward her and grasped her chin, then turned her face toward the prince. The old king's
fingers were unyielding like iron but he was gentle as he moved her face. "Look at what has been done to this lovely girl." 
Borrican looked at Ariana and saw the other side of her face that had been covered by the mask. He
was shocked when he saw the harsh ridges and dark red lines that streaked her face from her cheekbone
down to her jaw. 
"If you love this girl, you will give her the secret of fire, Borrican," Eric told his son, then he released Ariana's chin and laughed. "But I forget, you are younger even than your brother. You do not
even know the fire, though it burns within you." 
"Father, I do not know what you are talking about," Borrican said then he turned to Ariana. "I am very sorry about what happened to you and I wish I could have lent my sword to defend you. Cerric has
much to answer for." 
"That he does," Ariana said. 
"Children," Eric said. "You look so grown, but you are still so young, so very young. An old man forgets. First thing is first, young lady. I will give you the secret, if you promise not to tell anyone I have given it to you, except Borrican. Perhaps you can help him find his true fire." 
Ariana was not quite sure what secret the old king was referring to, but she wondered if it had to do
with fire magic. 
"Is it magic?" Ariana asked. 
"Of sorts," Elric said. "I must touch your power, to a place deep within you, and I would only do such a thing with your permission." 
Ariana hesitated for a moment. Something about the old king made her think of a kind old
grandfather, but from one moment to the next, she almost feared him. She could sense a king of power in
him, but it was strange to her and not like the magic she knew, though something about it reminded her of
the elves and the way she could talk to the trees. Even though the old king was unpredictable and she
could see why Eric's sons and brother had taken over ruling the kingdom, she still felt as though she could trust him. 
"You may," Ariana told him. 
Eric's hand moved so quickly it was a blur as it came to rest on her scarred cheek. Ariana almost
flinched but there was no impact despite how fast he had moved and she wondered at the level of
precision and control he must have despite his erratic behavior. A moment after the old king touched her, 
Ariana felt a strange sensation in her cheek and she began to see strange visions appearing in her thoughts. 
"Father," Borrican said with a note of urgency in his voice when he saw Ariana's eyes widen. 
"What are you doing?" 
"Nothing harmful, Borrican," Eric said. "I am protecting her." 
"How can you protect her?" 
"You will understand, my boy. There is much fire in her life and more in her future. That much is
plain, and I would not see the young lady harmed," Eric said then he removed his hand. "Ariana
understands now, don't you?" 
Ariana reached up and touched her face, where the king's hand had been. Her scars were still there, 
but they no longer hurt and her whole body felt different, stronger than it was. More surprising, was the
knowledge Eric had given her, and she wondered why he had chosen to trust her with so much. 
"Thank you, King Eric," she said. 
"Try your fire magic now," he said, clapping his hands, his kingly demeanor gone and seeming
almost like an ancient child. 
"You want me to use mage fire in the royal court?" Ariana asked. She had grown accustomed to not
using her fire at all, throughout her time in Elvanar, but even before, she knew how volatile and
uncontrollable even small amounts of fire magic could be. The king shook his head. 
"Do not be afraid," he said. "The castle cannot be burned, and neither can you. Never again will fire hurt you. That is my gift to you and your mate. Please, show me some fire. Mage fire is always so
amusing. Let me see it." 
Ariana was not sure what Eric had meant about her mate, though she wondered if the old king had
some idea about her and Borrican. It did not surprise her that Eric might think of her in such away, given
how hard Borrican's uncle had tried to arrange things between them while at Maramyr. Either way, the
old king seemed intent on seeing her use her mage fire and, considering what she had just learned from
him, Ariana thought it would not hurt to indulge the old man a little. She reached out with her will and
gathered her power of fire and focused it into flames that danced just beyond the tips of her fingers. She
was amazed at how easily it came to her and how the flames no longer seemed like they might burn her or
escape from her grasp. 
"Ha ha!" the old king laughed, excited. "Your flames are pretty, just like you are, young lady. Can you make them bigger?" 
Ariana nodded and she drew a little more of her power, increasing the size of the fire in her hand to
that of large blaze. Strangely, she could feel the warmth of it, but unlike the times in the past when she had used fire magic or been near a fire that was burning, she no longer feared being burned by it. 
"Do you see?" Eric asked. "Can you feel it now? It is part of you and it cannot hurt you." 
"I understand," Ariana said in wonderment. 
"Throw the fire in the hearth. I will show you a trick." 
"Father," Borrican said, his voice a little more urgent. "I think we have had enough entertainment. In case you haven't noticed, there is a war outside." 
"Borrican," Eric said, fixing his younger son with a stern look that betrayed none of his madness, the look of a powerful king who was in full control of himself, the look of a father, who would brook no
nonsense from a child. "I do this for you and for the girl. You may not understand this, but you will, when you have real fire in your belly. Now be quiet and pay attention and perhaps you will learn something." 
Eric smiled again and turned to Ariana. "The hearth can handle a little patch of flame like that, just toss it in there. My old bones ache, so it will be nice to have the warmth." 
"Yes, your highness," Ariana said, glancing over at Borrican, who she could tell was very
frustrated. She threw the fire toward the hearth and the wood that had been placed there burst immediately
into flame. 
"Very good, my dear," Eric said then he walked over to the hearth and picked up a piece of burning wood in his bare hands. 
"Father!" Borrican exclaimed. "What are you doing?" 
"Borrican," he said. "Can't you see? The fire cannot touch me. It cannot touch you either, and now it cannot touch your lovely wife." 
"She is not yet my wife, father," Borrican said, not realizing what had said. "Now please put that down, this instant. I am going to call the healers." Borrican turned and started toward the doors but Eric suddenly appeared in front of him, holding the burning firelog under his face. Borrican stumbled
backwards in surprise and Ariana was amazed at how fast the king had moved, like a blur of white hair
and fire, so much so that she let go of her momentary irritation at the talk of her becoming Borrican's wife, as though such a thing was already the case. 
"Take it boy," Eric said, holding the burning log. "It cannot harm you." 
"It is on fire," Borrican said but he noticed that his father's hands did not seem to be burning. 
"Fine then," Eric said. "If you're too coward to take the fire, I'll give it to your lady wife." 
Eric tossed the burning wood to Ariana. She moved back a step as the flaming log flew toward her, 
more in surprise than anything, but she reached out and caught it in her hand, for she already knew that it would not burn her. 
"Borrican," Ariana said. "The fire no longer burns. It is a wonderful gift the king has given me. I wish I had such a gift long ago." 
"We are children of fire," Eric said, his tone returning to the resonant power that it had when he had chastized Borrican a few moments ago. "Some older, some younger, but children we remain. Ariana
Coromyr, you have been given the gift of fire by me, Eric Akandar, that those you may love may never
harm you and those who make you their enemy may not burn you. This is a gift I have given only to one
other who is not of my kind and I have pushed the boundary of a vow to my brethren in doing so. I give
you one warning. You are now safe evermore from the fire of wood that burns and the fire of magic as you
know it, but true fire may still touch you, so do not tempt your fate with those who possess the true fire, who would intend to do you harm." 
"Thank you for this gift, King Eric," Ariana said as she walked over to the hearth and replaced the burning log. "I understand and I am very grateful." 
"I don't understand," Borrican said. "Why did you give her this gift, father? Why not me? Why not Elric?" 
"Borrican," Ariana said. "He already gave you the gift, long ago." 
"Yes," Eric said, sniffing at Borrican. "It burns deep within you, but it cannot truly live until you accept the truth of it." 
"I don't understand," Borrican repeated. 
"You will," Eric said. 
Ariana smiled at the Kandaran prince and she hoped he would soon come to understand what his
father meant, for the sake of his kingdom and its people, for the sake of Kandara. 
*****
"Are the mages in position?" Cerric asked the mage named Henton, one of Dakar's lackeys, who
was overseeing the priesthood of mages in his absence. 
"Yes, your highness," Henton said, looking over the vast army in front of him and the god-king, and he could easily pick out the black robes among the soldiers. "May I ask what is the purpose of this?" 
"You will see soon enough," Cerric said, with a note of irritation in his voice. 
"Of course, your highness," Henton replied, knowing better than to question the god-king. "May I ask instead if there has been any word from Dakar?" 
"That you may ask," Cerric said. "He is far to the west, visiting your mage island. I had hoped he would have returned by now, but it appears we will have to go about things a little differently than I
planned." 
"As his majesty wishes," Henton said. 
"No. It is not my wish. It is simply the truth of things. Tell the mages to begin the bombardment." 
"Yes, your highness." 
Henton made his way toward the assembled soldiers and Cerric nodded to Mirdel and Berant, who
gave the signal for the siege engines to begin rolling forward. As the various colors of destructive mage
fire began to fly from the mages positioned throughout the army, groups of soldiers rolled large catapults
forward toward the city. Calexis walked up to Cerric and put her hand on his arm. 
"Husband," she said. "I am pleased to see the Kandarans suffer for their crimes and their insolence. 
This looks to be a rich land, and it will provide much to our power and comfort once our conquest is
complete." 
Cerric smiled at the woman. He found it amusing that she thought her opinions on such matters to
have value of any kind. Calexis was the queen of a poor and impoverished bit of swamp, a kingdom that
had tried to conquer its neighboring lands many times over many generations and had consistently failed. 
The one intelligent thing she had done was to harness the power of the Darga, though Cerric found her
method of doing so both repugnant and intriguing. Likewise, her lack of fear irritated and excited him, 
though her arrogant belief in her own value was worthy of only laughter. Nonetheless, he found her
entertaining and enjoyed her company, for her lust for power in this wretched world was the only thing
that came close to matching his own. It was also a good thing Calexis was skilled in other ways, and, in
that sense, she was a welcome diversion, though she would soon discover just how little her importance
was to this battle. 
"Behold the destruction of Kandara," Cerric said. "It is but the first step on the path of the one god." 


*****
The elves split into three units, the hundred soldiers of Ariana's Queen's Guard stayed within the
city to ensure her safety and to assist with the defense of the walls while the two hundred Elven Rangers
and the two hundred Elven Guard, who were commanded by Quenta, took up positions outside the city, 
just beyond the range of the siege engines. The Maramyrian soldiers under Nathas had found a low point
and a rise in the land just outside the castle and they had dug a series of trenches, which they hoped would keep them safe from the mage fire and catapults, until Cerric's soldiers were upon them. The riders under
Kaleb's command were waiting on either side of the city, out of the line of fire and waiting for Cerric's
army to move closer to the city walls. 
Ariana, Borrican, Elric, Duke Boric, Keira and Margo stood atop the walls watching the vast army
advancing toward the city. A few moments later, the mage fire began to fly from the many black robes, 
who were interspersed throughout the army. Everyone atop the wall ducked behind the parapets as black, 
purple and orange balls of flame and energy smashed against the walls of the city, except for Boric, who
remained in the open, laughing. 
"Uncle," Elric said. "Do you wish for death? Perhaps you should move to safety." 
"Cerric and his mages think such puny magic will damage the walls of Kandara," Boric said, 
shaking his head. "Fools." He turned to his nephew, the young man recently made the king of the court. 
"Elric, you are in no more danger than I am." 
A blast of mage fire whipped past the walls and smashed into the roof of a tall building in the city. 
The stone and mortar exploded violently, sending chunks of rubble crashing down to the streets below. 
Boric turned and frowned. 
"That was unfortunate," he said, his laughter chastened. "It appears we have built the city too high over the years. That was somewhat foolish as well." 
"Why does the mage fire not affect the city walls, Duke Boric?" Ariana asked, wondering if it had something to do with the things the old king had shown her when he had touched her power. 
"The walls of Kandara have stood for countless generations and they were built to withstand such
attacks. These mages will not break through." 
"What about you, uncle Boric?" Borrican asked. 
"Bah, mage fire doesn't bother me," he said. "But see those dark blasts with the energy in them? 
Those smart something fierce." Boric ducked as one of the balls of energy he described whipped past
him. "I would not recommend letting one of those hit you." 
Ariana stepped out from behind the parapet and she felt Keira's hand on her arm. 
"It's all right, Keira," I'll stay behind Duke Boric. 
"Ha!" Boric laughed. "You can all stand behind me if you like." He glanced over at Keira. "That's right, you elves don't like fire all that much." 
"No," Keira said. "We do not." 
"Well, you might have to get used to it because I think we're going to see a lot of it in this battle, from both sides." 
"Uncle," Borrican asked. "If they have mage fire, then why go to the trouble of building siege engines?" 
"That's what I'm trying to figure," Boric said. "I guess we'll find out soon enough. Let's fire a few of our catapults and see if we can't lure them in a little closer. Margo, if you'll do the honors. Make sure they fire short at least thirty or forty paces." 
"Right away, Duke Boric," she said and moved across the parapet, relaying his orders. 
"Why not wait until they are closer then hit them directly?" Elric suggested. 
"It's about finding the range first," Borrican told his brother. 
"They're too far away," Boric explained. "If they think they can move closer, then they will, at which point they will be close enough for us to hit them. It's an old trick and they might fall for it, but there hasn't been a war in almost a generation, so it's possible. From what Nathas tells me, Cerric never was
much of a study when it came to battle theory." 
"Is there any way to get a message to the Maramyrian soldiers that I am here and alive?" Ariana
asked. "Maybe they would stop fighting or leave Cerric's camp." 
"That has already been done, Ariana," Boric said. "Nathas sent word to the other Captains, so I am hopeful we will see more of Cerric's army desert him." 


*****
Aldos gripped the note in his hand, nearly crushing it in anger. He motioned to his subcommander, 
who rode over to him, navigating around the hundreds of soldiers marching in close formation. 
"What are your orders, Captain? " the man asked over the cacophony of soldiers marching across
the field. 
"That's a good question," Aldos said. "Do you recall why we are here, attacking the Kandarans?" 
"Retribution, Captain, sir," the man replied. "For the murder of her highness, the Princess Ariana." 
"That's right. And what would you say if I told you that Princess Ariana, the rightful Queen of
Maramyr is alive and standing atop that wall?" Aldos asked. 
"I would recommend the mages cease firing at the wall, Captain," the man replied. "Then I would ask how we might rescue her. Is it true? Is Princess Ariana alive?" 
"That's what I have just been told, and she's not a prisoner. The word is that Cerric tried to have her killed. She's up at Kandara and wants to stop this war. That's why Nathas and Kaleb switched sides." 
"Captain, if what you say is true. We should halt this march." 
"Pass the word to the soldiers and make sure they all know what it's about, then call a halt. Do not
tell the mage. Apparently, they were involved in the attack on the princess, so they can't be trusted. I'm
going to go have a word with his royal highness, King Cerric," Aldos said with obvious distaste when he recited Cerric's stolen title. 
"Be careful, Captain," the soldier said. "There are a lot of rumors about him. They say he has the strength of ten men and he can move faster than a raptor." 
"I taught Cerric how to swing a sword," Aldos said. "He couldn't lay a blade on me even if I guided his hand." 
Aldos turned his horse around and rode toward the back of the formation where he knew Cerric and
his Xallan Queen would be with the Generals, Mirdel and Berant. He noticed several other captains and
commanders also making their way toward the royal command, and like the others, Aldos was stopped by
soldiers who asked why he had left his division. 
"Get out of my way," Aldos told the soldier and rode toward the king
"Captain Aldos," Cerric said. "Why have you left your assigned division?" 
"I would like to know the meaning of this," Aldos said, holding up the sheaf of paper. 
"I cannot read it from here, Captain," Cerric said. 
"I'll tell you what it says," Aldos said. "It says that the Royal Princess, Ariana Coromyr is standing atop that wall and that she claims rule over Maramyr. She commands her army to stop attacking our ally
and neighbor." Aldos decided not to mention the part about seizing Cerric and holding him for treason, though the man could have learned of it if he had bothered to read the note. 
"You believe some silly piece of paper?" Cerric said. "You waste my time with these lies that are no doubt some Kandaran ploy." 
"I believe it when the Captain General writes it," Aldos said. "If it is false, then we should determine the truth of it." 
"No need, Aldos," Cerric said, standing up in the stirrups of his horse. "I see that a number of divisions have stopped marching. One of them wouldn't be under your command would it, Aldos?" 
"Damn right, one of them is mine," Aldos told him. 
"That's unfortunate, Aldos," Cerric told him. "You know the penalty for treason." 
"How can asking a question be treason?" Aldos asked. "I'm starting to wonder if the rest of what this says is true." 
"The penalty for treason is death, Aldos," Cerric said. "Unfortunately, I still have a use for you, so I will not be granting you the mercy of death. No, it will be some time before you may rest." Cerric yelled to one of the soldiers. "Call a halt!" 
The soldier blew a horn and the rest of the army came to an abrupt stop. The field was eerily silent. 
"Cerric," Aldos growled. "This war is over." 
"Oh no, my dear Captain," Cerric said. "It has just begun." 
Cerric reached out a hand toward Aldos and a flicker of energy leapt from his finger toward the
Captain. Aldos' screams could be heard across the field as Cerric lashed him with some kind of magical
power. A moment later, the screaming stopped and Aldos now looked different. His skin was paler and
his eyes had taken on a milky sheen. He looked almost as though he were dead, except he still stood and
appeared to still be animated. 
"Calexis," Cerric said, turning to his Xallan wife. "See how much more useful it is when you don't kill everyone who disagrees with you." Cerric turned to the walking dead man. "Captain Aldos." 
"Yes, your highness," Aldos replied. Cerric could see the hatred in the Captain's eyes, but he knew that the man was powerless to disobey him. 
"If you find my niece, the Princess Ariana, traitor to Maramyr who has betrayed her people and
sided with the Kandarans against us, what will you do?" 
"Kill her, your highness," Aldos said. "The penalty for treason is death." 
"That's right, Aldos. Now return to your batallion." 
"Yes, your highness." 
"Isn't it much easier when people just do as they are told?" Cerric asked. 
"Of course, husband," Calexis said. "How did you do that? Had I known such a thing were possible, I would have an army twice the size of this one." 
Cerric smiled. How like her to brag of her ruthlessness, though he did wonder how many Xallans
she had put to death. 
"Alas, only the power of a god can accomplish such a feat," he told her. "Now it appears this little rumor about my dear departed niece is causing some problems within the ranks. I had hoped this would
not be necessary, but it cannot be helped." 
Cerric stood up in his saddle and opened his hands. Energy shot from his fingers cutting through the
air directly to the mages near him and flashing across the battlefield to every black robed mage who stood
among the soldiers. The mages all raised their hands in unison, their movements matchings Cerric's. He
reached out with his arms and the energy that flowed from him increased in power, shooting from every
mage and connecting with every soldier. One by one, soldiers who had just heard that their princess might
be alive, suddenly fell obediently in line as the energy connected with them. Each of them had their will
taken away, their only remaining desire to obey their god and king, Cerric. 
The mages were also affected by the magic and they too became like the dead, though the effects
were more severe since Cerric has used them as conduits to work the spell. He did not drain their magic, 
which he would need for the battle, but he used the energy of their bodies, aging them past the point of
death, their flesh robbed of its essence, their skin stretched over their bones, leaving them almost skeletal in appearance, though their life force and magical power remained. The mages screamed at what had
happened to them, but there was naught they could do, for the link that connected them to Cerric remained. 
"Silence!" he thundered and the screaming ceased. The mages turned to look at him, with
malevolence in their dark, magic filled eyes, but like the soldiers before them, they could only obey. 
"Resume the attack," Cerric said. 
"Very impressive," Calexis told him. "I am fortunate to have a god for a husband." 
"Yes, you are," Cerric told her. 
"Your highness," Berant said, reining his horse over toward Cerric. "With your permission, I would like to halt our catapults outside the range of those the Kandarans have atop their walls." 
"Keep them moving forward," Cerric said. 
"Yes, your highness." 
Berant reined his horse back to where Mirdel rode in silence. 
"You are pushing your luck, Berant," Mirdel told him. 
"I am simply trying to fulfil my role in keeping this army functioning" 
"Are you a fool?" Mirdel asked. "Look at them. I do no know what Cerric just did to the soldiers and those mages, but they are like puppets. If you ask me, we were here to keep up appearances and now
it seems we are of little use to his highness king Cerric, who may indeed have the power of a god. The
best either of us can do now is to stay out of the way and hope he forgets we exist." 
Berant stared at his counterpart and realized that Mirdel was correct and both men began to wonder
how to get away from the battlefield and no longer have to play at being Generals, without being killed or
turned into mindless puppets. 


*****
"What are they doing?" Boric wondered out loud. The first volley from the catapults atop the wall had landed well short of their normal range and, just as Boric had hoped, Cerric's catapults had continued
forward, but he had expected them to stop just before the places where the Kandaran catapults had hit. 
Instead, they continued rolling forward, completely ignoring the range. Realizing he was wasting precious
time thinking about it, Boric called the attack. "Find the range!" 
One catapult fired, then another and the soldiers manning the rest of them called out the distances. 
"Fire at will!" Boric shouted. "Use the pitch and adjust for distance as best as you can!" 
"What's happening?" Ariana asked him as the soldiers applied pitch onto the rocks in the catapults and set fire to them. 
"It didn't work. They are up to something, I can feel it," Boric said and Ariana caught a glimpse of something in his eyes. "Ariana, I cannot order you around, but I have a feeling things are going to get very dangerous here very soon. Perhaps it would be better if you moved up to the palace." 
"I will be fine, Duke Boric," Ariana told him as the Kandaran catapults began to fire the burning rocks at the enemy. "Besides, last I checked Kandara did not have many mages." 
Boric was surprised to see Ariana conjure up a ball of fire in her hands and hurl it at one of the
catapults that was rolling toward the city. It burst into flames and the soldiers that were pushing it
scrambled around, trying to put out the fire. Several of the elves who were also atop the parapets also
began hurling energy at the oncoming catapults, some sending ice, others water that muddied the ground
and made it difficult for the soldiers to push the heavy, wooden siege engines. 
"Well, that's certainly helpful," Boric said. "Nice to see you've got a bit of fire in you." 
"A little," Ariana said. "Not quite the fire in the belly like the Akandar, but a little mage fire of my own." 
Boric looked at her sideways and he wondered how she knew. Perhaps one of his people had told
her, but it mattered little now, for the truth of it would be out soon. 
"You are an interesting lass," Boric told her as he now noticed something different about her scent from when she had first arrived. "I'm glad to have you with us." He drew deep from the primal power that burned within him and his eyes shifted to a reptilian look and Ariana did not even blink. Instead she gave
him a knowing smile then turned to the battlefield and sent another volley of fire toward the catapults. 
A horn sounded and the catapults halted. A number of them had been crushed and been set on fire by
the burning, pitch covered rocks the Kandarans had thrown at them. Another horn sounded and the mages
stopped their bombardment of the city walls and turned to their own catapults. Almost in unison, they sent
their magical blasts toward the catapults and their mage fire was somehow caught in the baskets, which
appeared to be empty but instead they contained a variety of colored stones that caught the blasts and held them in place. Another signal was sounded and the catapults fired. 
Instead of flying straight toward the walls like the blasts the mages had sent thus far, these balls of
destructive magic sailed up over the walls and came crashing down inside. Explosions rocked through the
city of Kandara, smashing buildings and shattering stone and wood. The people who had been hiding
inside them fled into the streets to find chunks of stone falling from the buildings and balls of mage fire falling from the sky. 
From their position atop the wall, the Kandaran defenders could plainly see the destruction inside
the city and there was nothing they could do as they watched soldiers and people being killed in the
blasts. 
"That is a dirty trick," Boric growled. Ariana saw his eyes change even more and his arms and legs seemed to grow thicker before her eyes. 
"Duke Boric, are there any gardens in the city?" Ariana asked. "Are there trees growing in the city?" 
"Yes, but what good are trees against that?" he asked. 
"Let the elves worry about that," Ariana said. "Where are the trees?" 
"Margo," Boric hollered. "Go with Ariana and show her and the elves where all the trees are in the city. Try the city gardens." 
"Trees?" Margo seemed skeptical for a moment then she understood. "Of course. Right away, sir Duke. You will wait for me before attacking from the gates, I hope." 
"I'll think about it," Boric told her. "Now go!" 
Ariana motioned for Keira and the rest of the elves to follow Margo down from the wall and they
took off at a run. 
"Uncle, what is the plan now?" Elric asked as another volley from the catapults below sent
explosions through the city. 
"The plan is that you and your brother will stay here and command our defenses, and I will go out
there myself and destroy those catapults," Boric told him. 
"I would like to help," Borrican said, his hand on the hilt of his sword. "You know I'm a good fighter." 
"I've yet to see the real fire from you, Borrican," Boric said, then he looked at Elric. "You as well, Elric. Both of you have it in you, more than I will ever have, but you have to accept it and embrace your
birthright." 
"I don't understand, uncle," Elric said. "I wear the crown and I will do what must be done to save this kingdom. What more do you want of me?" 
"You should already know the answer, and if you don't then you don't care enough. You aren't angry
enough about what is happening here," Boric said, then he pointed to the people of the city running through the streets. "It is your duty and your honor to defend every one of those people, every one of their lives is your responsibility. If what is happening to them does not make you burn then you are not fit to rule." 
"It upsets me greatly, uncle," Elric said. 
"It angers me as well," Borrican said. 
"It angers you? Why?" Boric asked. 
"Why?" Elric was confounded. 
"Yes. Are you angered by this? You should be. But you should know the why of you anger." 
"It makes me angry because harm is coming to our people and this attack is a mark upon our honor
as a kingdom." Elric said. 
"Elric," Boric said, putting his finger up to the side of his own head. "These are your thoughts. You are very good at thinking, but now it is time to let the fires burn as well, for thought without passion is meaningless and decision without action accomplishes nothing. Let your fire awaken." 
Elric was at a loss. He knew he should be angry, but he felt only sorrow for what was happening to
the people. He thought about the reports of how Cerric's army had destroyed the farms that had been
abandoned, how they had laid waste to much of the land and killed so many people, and how the entire
war was based on lies. It frustrated him that there was no solution to it. Even with Ariana here at
Kandara, there was nothing to be done. 
"You are both young," Boric said, "but you are old enough to know what must be done. Let go of your fear and let the fire of your anger burn bright." 
"I understand, uncle," Borrican said, "but I am afraid." 
Boric stared at his younger nephew. 
"And what are you afraid of, Borrican? Them?" Boric waved his hand toward the advancing army. 
"No," Borrican said. "That's not it. I fear what I might do to them." 
"Good," Boric said with a distinctively sharp toothed smile. "That is a good thing to fear, and it is the only thing to fear. Give your anger to the enemy and fear only yourself. Do you understand?" 
"Yes," Borrican said with a dark expression. 
"What about you, Elric? Do you understand?" 
"I think I do," he said, looking at the stone bricks beneath his feet. 
"Then you're halfway to doing something," Boric said, frustrated that Elric, who now wore the
crown, did not seem to grasp what he was trying to explain. He took a deep breath and reminded himself
that there were a few in the Akandar line who had not discovered their birthright, and it was possible that Elric never would. At least Borrican appeared to grasp the truth of it. That much was clear and, with his
senses that instinctually recognized such things, Boric could smell the fire in him. 
"I want you boys to coordinate the defense of the city. Keep these catapults firing and be ready for
any trick Cerric might have up his sleeve," Boric told them. "I am taking to the field. Signal the Elven Guard to begin their attack." 
Borrican and Elric saw their uncle begin to change as he walked toward the steps that ran down
from the wall to the city gate. It was something they had never seen before, but both of them knew that this was who their uncle was and what he truly was, for it was something they had always known. 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Dakar closed the book and straightened it on the table. He had spent days searching the library at
Blue Island and he had finally found out what he was sure Cerric was after. He knew the god-king was
probably aware of what he was doing through the link between them, and all of the mages, which allowed
Cerric to know such things, but he wondered exactly how much he could know, especially since the link
appeared to be weakened by the great distance between them. Dakar could feel the thread of power that
connected him to the power of the god, a line that had been created when he had become ensorceled by
the book and he could feel that it was much weaker now that he was so far away. The link, as he
understood it, allowed Cerric not only to spy upon those to whom he was connected, but it also gave him
the ability to take their power. Thus, in a sense, the link was like a parasite or a leech, but it also gave Cerric the ability to compel the wills of those under the spell. When Dakar realized this, the thought that he might not have been acting under his own volition had irritated him, and Cerric had made it very clear
how little he cared for what the mage might think or want, for that matter. 
Dakar sat at the table, staring at the book that lay before him. It was an old, leatherbound volume
that contained a collection of writings from an ancient people called the Mistrani. They were seers who
were able to look not into the future, but into the past, to the third age, when the gods walked the earth, before they disappeared from the land and before the paths to the mystical realm of Etherium were closed. 
Dakar had read many of the stories in other forms in other books he had studied over the many years he
had been a mage, but most of them were ultimately derived from the visions of the Mistrani. It was those
stories that had been missing from the libraries, all of them removed not just from the shelves, but from
the records themselves. Had Dakar not made a study of the old stories and previously read a few of the
books in question, he would never have noticed their absence, though he wondered if his desire to learn
about the old gods had been the product of his own curiosity or if the will of the god had been directing
him even then. Luckily, this particular volume had escaped whomever had been stealing books from the
libraries, and only because it had been misplaced and long thought missing. 
Dakar was about to pick up the book and leave the library when there was a tremor in the magical
link and he felt his power slowly begin to drain from him. The sensation was very much like what had
happened when the mages of the priesthood had opened the path to Etherium and brought the god into the
world, where he had entered Cerric's body, becoming both a king and god. Dakar held himself up with his
hands, which were on the table on either side of the book, and the world began to spin around him as the
link pulled more of his power, then it stopped as quickly as it had begun. Dakar took a breath then reached for his power and discovered that very little of it remained. 
Though he had risen to the top of the ranks within the priesthood, as a mage, Dakar had never been
particularly powerful, even less so after a magical experiment had gone awry many years ago, but what he
lacked in depth of power he made up for in cunning and determination. Still, he was certainly not the
weakest mage to have ever walked the land and even though the link had drained him almost completely, 
which would have meant at least a day or two for him to recover completely, a little of his power
remained. Perhaps it was the distance between him and Cerric, Dakar was not sure, but when he felt for
the link, he realized it had also weakened. 
Curious, Dakar reached out with his power and touched the link. Where it had been tight and
powerful like a chain or a thick rope, the connection was now like a thin thread and a frayed one at that, 
and Dakar wondered what might happen if he tried to dispel it. He knew it would certainly irritate Cerric, 
whose wrath he did not want to invite, but he also knew that, with the link so weak, it was possible that
Cerric could not hear his thoughts and might be unaware of what he was doing. In the time it took him to
think about it, Dakar noticed that the link begin to repair itself, becoming stronger, little by little. 
Quickly, he dispelled the line of power and saw the connection fray and break where he had
touched it, however it did not disappear. The thread that was connected to his power remained and so did
the line running to Cerric, and it was as though the two pieces were reaching out to one another, seeking to reconnect. Dakar realized that he had very little time before his power would strengthen the link on his
end and Cerric's power would do the same, which meant he would be back in the grip of the god-king. He
gathered as much of his power as he dared and drew several wards then cast several spells upon himself. 
He used magic he had experimented with when he was very young and before he had ever seen the Book
of One, and though he was sure he had not used those spells after becoming linked to the book, he hoped
he had not even thought about them. The less Cerric knew, the better. 
The spells he used were difficult, and working so quickly made the process much more painful, but
Dakar endured the tearing in his mind as he cut a piece of his consciousness away and infused it with
power then bound it with wards that would make it undetectable. The only problem was that, once the link
was reconnected, Cerric would again be able to read his thoughts, and he would know what he had done
the moment he thought of it. Even if he were able to keep his mind off of it, the moment he wanted to
retreat into the secret part of his mind that he had created, Cerric would know. 
Dakar saw the threads beginning to reform and he knew he was almost out of time. The solution
occurred to him, though he wondered what effects such a thing might have upon his mind, but Dakar
realized that he no longer cared, for it could be no worse than having the dark god peering into him
constantly and feeding off of his power. He used the same magic that had cut away his consciousness, and
he cut a piece of the part of him that lay underneath, the unconscious part of his thoughts that defined him then he tossed it into the warded and protected place and set the simplest of triggers upon it. A moment
later, the two threads reconnected and he felt himself back under the power of the one god. 
Dakar blinked and felt strange, dizzy almost. He could not remember what he had been doing a
moment ago, only that the power of the god had drained him almost completely and he wondered whether
he had fallen unconscious from the effect of it, though if that had been the case, it was odd that he would still be sitting up. Perhaps his body happened to be balanced in the chair when it had happened, which
was fortunate. At least he was sitting down, for he surely would have fallen to the ground, otherwise. 
Dakar looked around at the stacks of books on the other side of the table, the many volumes he had
searched and was frustrated at how little information he had found. All the stories were essentially the
same. According to the stories, five gods had once existed in the world, but they had left for the realm of Etherium after a war that had occurred between them and the elder races of the world. That was all that
the books could tell him, and it was nothing more than he already knew. Frustrated that his search had
offered no more insight to what his god wanted, Dakar decided to return to Cerric and see what might be
done to help him with the battle that must have begun by now. Perhaps the answer to what the god-king
sought would be found in Kandara. 
Absentmindedly, without even looking at it, Dakar picked up the book that lay on the table before
him. He tucked it into a pocket inside his black robe and made his way to the exit of the library, wishing
his god had not taken so much of his power, for the journey to Kandara would now take much longer that
in would have otherwise. Dakar sighed in resignation, knowing that his true purpose was to serve his god, 
and if Cerric needed his power, then he would give it freely and without question. 


*****
Cerric felt the link between him and Dakar begin to strengthen once more and he knew that the mage
had given up his search and was now returning. He had indulged the mage's curiosity in the hope that
Dakar might uncover some information that might prove useful, but even with all the books at Blue Island, 
which was the only repository of knowledge greater than the Academy of Maramyr, he had found nothing
of value. Cerric already had an idea of what he was looking for, but he had hoped to at least find some
description of the weapons and perhaps a few indications as to their whereabouts. 
"The gates of Kandara are opening, highness," Mirdel said, interrupting Cerric's thoughts. "What is your command?" 
"Signal the Darga to attack, and send the divisions led by Captain Aldos forward toward those
trenches," Cerric said. 
"Yes, my lord," Mirdel replied. 


*****
Boric marched out of the city alone, already in his monstrous form and carrying his great axe in his
hand. He wore a suit of armor that he had never thought he would have to use, and when he had
commissioned its making, it had seemed like a waste, but now he was glad for his prudence and foresight
in making the request. The armor had been specially fashioned for him by a mage who had only agreed to
do it because of his own misgivings about the unnaturally fast growth of a religion that had become
popular among the mages. Boric wondered what had become of Stavros, the twin brother of Tarnath, the
old armsmaster of Maramyr, who Boric had once considered to be his closest friend, before the man had
retired from his post and faded away from public life. How the years wore on and things changed, Boric
mused, as he trudged forward toward the soldiers who had set up a defensive line just outside the city. 
The horn from atop the walls sent out the call for the Elven Guard to begin their attack and Boric saw
Nathas riding toward him with a group of Maramyrian soldiers. 
"Nathas!" Boric yelled. "Fear not, friend, you've an ally at your back." 
Nathas slowed his horse and Boric chuckled at the look of recognition on the Captain's face. 
"Boric?" Nathas was surprised, but despite the drastic change in his appearance and his immense
size, he knew the creature that towered over him and his horse was the Duke of Kandara. "You warned
me that you might look different when you took to the field and I had heard that you were capable of such
a thing, but I could not have imagined it." 
"Aye," Boric said. "Now you've seen how ugly I get when I'm angry. We must be true friends now." 
"I always wondered how you could lift that damn axe of yours," Nathas said. "I'll stop wondering about such things. I guess I have seen it all." 
"You haven't seen the half of it, Nathas," Boric told him with a chuckle. "Let's get to it, friend, and make sure your soldiers know I'm not some monster come to eat them." 
"Spread the word, Duke Boric is entering the field," Nathas said to several of the soldiers with him. 
Boric smiled with his sharp, reptilian teeth and saluted the soldiers with the giant head of his axe. 
"Time to get to it," Boric said, then he leapt forward and, in a few long, powerful strides he was over the defensive line and rushing toward the catapults. 
Cerric's mages began blasting him with energy, but it glanced harmlessly off his armor, dispersing
in the air behind him and within a few moments, Boric was at the first of the catapults. He pushed through
the soldiers, swatting them out of the way and swung his axe at the giant wooden contraption and it
splintered and fell on its side to the ground. Boric was about to move on to the next catapult when he saw
something that stopped him in his tracks. The large basket of the catapult, which would normally be
loaded with rocks, which the mages had been placing the stones that allowed their magic to be thrown in
an arc, was now filled with soldiers. They were now climbing over each other, scrambling back to their
feet, despite the fact that many of them having taken grave injuries when the catapult had fallen. Boric
swung his axe around in an arc and cleared the enemy soldiers, taking the time to look in the distance at
the other catapults, which he saw were also being loaded with soldiers. 
It was insanity, Boric thought. How could Cerric expect these men to survive being thrown such a
distance? And why would the soldiers agree to such madness? As he looked around at the sea of enemies
closing in on him, their swords swinging, his questions were answered and he scented something that
should not be present this early in the battle. It was the scent of death. Of the soldiers he had cut down, only a few of them, the ones whose limbs had been severed, stayed on the ground, though not for lack of
trying. Boric saw the milky white look in their eyes and the grey pallor of their skin and he knew
something had been done to the soldiers. He swung his axe again and this time he aimed for their necks. 
Heads rolled and bodies fell to the ground, finally ceasing to move. He saw the catapults begin to fire and saw dozens of the soldiers flying through the air over the walls of the city. 
"Damn," he cursed then he turned back to the lines and shouted to Nathas. "Cut off their heads," he bellowed, gesturing with his axe, and hoping Nathas and the people atop the walls would understand what
he was trying to tell them. If not, then hopefully they would figure it out. 
The soldiers came at him again, their swords gleaming and ready to cut at him and Boric swung his
great axe and sent them flying then he bounded toward the next catapult. 


*****
When Quenta saw the Duke of Kandara emerge from the gates he was amazed at the man's
transformation, though he was not entirely surprised. Elven lore often spoke of the monsters of Kandara, 
the giant reptiles, though now that he saw Boric in his changed form, he wondered if the old scrolls had
exaggerated somewhat. Still, when he saw the duke begin to move, swinging his giant axe at dozens of
enemy soldiers and felling one of the catapults in one blow, he understood why his people had considered
the Akandar to be powerful and extremely dangerous. 
The horn sounded the attack and Quenta spurred his horse forward, leading the charge toward the
row of catapults. There would be no point in battling the enemy if the people inside the city were killed
by the blasts of mage fire being thrown by the giant wooden machines. The elves raced toward their
target, but Quenta saw a dark mass of enemies moving toward him faster than the other soldiers and he
recognized the Darga. They were led by one who did not share their shape, but had the same essence
about him and Quenta surmised that this must be the half-Darga that Boric had mentioned. He ordered a
group of his elves to continue on toward the catapults and turned to face the oncoming Darga. 
They clashed in a mass of scales, swords and horseflesh, the Darga almost as powerful as the elven
mounts and their claws slashing with blinding speed at the mounted elves. Quenta felt his horse dying
beneath him and, feeling a moment's sorrow for the beast, he leapt from his saddle and landed amid a sea
of lizards. With fast, powerful slashes of his sword, the elven prince attacked, cutting limbs from the
creatures with a speed and ferocity that few could match. He glanced at the other elves and could see that
a group of them had managed to keep their mounts, breaking away from the mass of enemies and they were
now circling around, harassing the edge of the Darga, who were focused on those that had lost their
mounts. Quenta smashed the pommel of his sword into a Darga face then cut through another one as he
leapt forward, nimbly avoiding the slashing claws and swords that lashed out at him. It appeared that
some of the Darga had taken to using swords, but it mattered little to the elven prince for neither could
touch him. 
A blade appeared, moving faster than the rest and Quenta found himself facing the half-Darga leader
of the lizard men. They clashed with one another, blade to blade, each moving at blinding speed, with
powerful strokes and dexterity to match. Quenta was impressed with the half-Darga, though he was
repulsed by the idea of what the creature was. To him, the mixing of bloodlines was an abomination, so
much so that he could barely tolerate his own cousin, and this creature was worse, half animal and twice
as deadly. 
"I see the tree people are quick on their feet," Draxis commented. 
"The animal speaks," Quenta said. "My horse can do many tricks as well." 
"Your horse is dead," Draxis replied. "The dead trick no one, though they do not hide behind masks. 
Are you so ugly that you are afraid to show your face?" 
"If that were the purpose of this mask, I might offer to lend you one" Quenta told him. "I thought your lizard brothers were vile to behold, but you are the most repulsive creature I have ever encountered." 
"You will pay for that, elf," Draxis snarled. 
"I think not," Quenta said and leapt at the half-Darga. 
Quenta's sword cut at Draxis, moving in a blur of strikes, the unnatural sharpness of its elven steel
easily cutting through the half-Darga's armor and the scales on his arms. Draxis moved his blade as
quickly as he could, blocking and dodging the sword but he could barely keep up with the elf. He tried to
shift to the attack but the elf was already countering him and driving him back, but he had the elf at a
disadvantage, for he was surrounded by Darga and they all now pressed toward him. 
Quenta felt the lizard men closing in on him and he leapt from the ground, high into the air and away
from their slashing claws and steel. As he sailed through the air, he could see a number of his elves being overwhelmed by the much greater numbers of the Darga. From a pocket in his leathers, Quenta pulled a
small horn that was almost a whistle and blew a note as he fell toward the ground. He replaced the horn
and swung his sword at the lizard men beneath him. The Darga separated as he attacked and Quenta saw
his elves leap over the heads of the enemy. He slashed at a few more Darga then leapt away from them, 
putting more distance between himself and the half-Darga who was pushing his way through his own
warriors, determined to catch his chosen opponent, which Quenta found interesting. 
The elves who had lost their mounts gathered at the edge of the Darga lines and, as the creatures
swarmed toward them, the elves who were still mounted rode past and those who were now on foot
swung themselves up onto the backs of the horses, riding behind their brethren. 
"Prince Quenta, why did you sound the retreat?" asked the elf who rode in front of the Elven prince. 
"Prudence," Quenta said. "These Darga are more powerful and greater in number than I expected, but they are not yet our target. Our priority is to destroy those war machines. Once we have completed
that task, we can kill the lizard men at our leisure." 
Draxis and his Darga warriors ran after the elves as they raced toward the catapults, but the ground
beneath their feet began to shift and change as the short grasses began to grow longer, making it difficult to move quickly. Draxis smelled magic in the air, and it had the same scent as the elf he had fought. He leapt forward, jumping instead of trying to run on the shifting ground and he pulled ahead of the Darga, who
were slowed down by it. Draxis knew he could not run as fast as the elven horses, but he knew they
would not be going far and he desperately wanted to fight the elf in the silver mask, almost as much as he
wanted to kill the Kandaran duke. 


*****
Inside the city walls, Ariana, along with Margo, Keira and a number of the Queen's Guard had taken
charge of evacuating the people from the portion of the city that was being hit the most by the magical
attacks. At first, the Kandarans were afraid of being out in the open, but once they arrived at the city
gardens, they were amazed at what they saw. The elves had found fewer trees than they had hoped for, but
there were enough and those that were able used their magic to coax them into growing larger, while
others spread vines throughout the branches, creating thick, green canopies that sheltered the hundreds of
people who had gathered in the open space, away from the buildings. 
Several of the elves were able to work with water and Ariana remembered what King Eric had told
her about her power so she asked one of them to instruct her how to help them. Together, they created
fountains from the small ponds in the garden and nearby wells, that shot streams of water into the sky to
protect the trees from catching fire and to dissipate the blasts of magic that came crashing down from the
sky. They had just completed the water barrier when the magical blasts suddenly stopped. 
"Boric and the elves must have stopped the catapults," Ariana said, relieved. 
"Duke Boric is powerful, and no doubt the elves are very effective, but they could not have
destroyed that many catapults so quickly. It has to be something else," Margo said. 
She walked out of the city gardens and gazed down the long, cobbled street in the direction of the
city gate as something else came flying over the wall, and smashed onto the roof of a nearby building. 
"What is that?" Keira asked in near disbelief, then she realized what the catapults were now
throwing into the city. "What is the purpose of doing such a thing?" 
Ariana looked at the sky that was beginning to turn an ugly red as the sun approached the horizon
and she was enraged. Maramyrian soldiers were tumbling through the air and smashing into buildings and
landing hard upon the stone street. What she saw next turned her stomach and she felt a knot of fear deep
within her. The bodies of the soldiers, many of them twisted in unnatural ways from their impact and
others with their heads smashed open began to move. It was as though they had risen from bed as they
slowly pushed themselves to their feet and stretched, then began pushing their shoulders back into joint
and tearing fabric from their clothes to bind split bones in their arms and legs. The ones who had risen
with their limbs intact, drew their swords and began advancing through the streets, ready to attack. 
"What has he done?" Ariana whispered, mortified by what she was seeing. As the soldiers began
running up the street toward them, she snapped out of her shock. "Keira, we need to close off the gardens and keep them out!" 
"Yes, princess," Keira said and she and the elves quickly used their power to grow thickets and
branches around the garden where hundreds of Kandarans were gathered. 
Ariana began unleashing mage fire at the soldiers, but they just kept coming, even though they were
on fire. 

"Don't use fire," Keira yelled. "If they reach the thickets, they could set it alight." Ariana knew she was right, fire would only make things worse. The fountains they had created were meant to stop attacks
of fire from the sky, not burning soldiers running along the ground and there was not enough time to
reposition them and create a tree barrier at the same time. 
"It looks like we will have to fight them," Ariana said, drawing her sword as the first few soldiers approached. 
They encountered Margo first and Ariana marveled when she saw the woman dance through them
with her sword and dagger. She hit three of them with heavy blows, cutting a deep gash into the neck of
one, stabbing another in the stomach and cutting off the sword hand of the other. The three soldiers fell to the ground the, a moment later, as though nothing had happened, they pushed themselves to their feet and
began to attack again. 
"Something is wrong with them," Margo yelled as she defended herself from the three soldiers, 
cutting them down again, while dozens more came running up the street. "They won't die." 
Ariana looked back at the wooden barrier and she could see that Keira and the elves were almost
finished making sure it was secure. She searched the cobblestones at her feet and saw a small patch of
green between two of them, a small weed and she crouched down and touched it, sensing its roots and
hoping it might be connected to others like it. The weed was part of a network that ran underneath the
stones for a good length of the street and she channeled her power into it and, in turn, used it to seek out other life. The root system also touched a patch of ivy that grew on the side of one of the buildings and she sent her power to it as well. 
"Get back!" Ariana yelled. 
Margo slashed at one of the soldiers and blocked the sword of another, then glanced back at Ariana
then she realized what the princess was doing and she broke free and retreated a short distance. Within a
few moments the street grew thick with weeds and their roots began to tangle around the feet of the dead
soldiers, slowing them down. The vines from the wall of the building reached out and began encircling
their arms and legs, filling the street and stopping them. Ariana let go of the plant and caught her breath, realizing she was growing tired and that the faster she tried to make things grow, the more of her power
was required. 
Ariana turned in panic as she heard the clash of steel and the sound of hoofbeats on the cobbles
from an adjacent street. The late afternoon sun was beginning to fade and the side street was already dim
but she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Elric and a group of Kandaran soldiers emerge from the
shadows and ride toward her. The young king dismounted and walked toward them. 
"When we saw the dead soldiers getting up and moving around, we thought you might need
assistance," Elric said. He looked at the thicket that surrounded the large city garden and saw many
people gathered inside. "Fear not, my people. The city is protected by fierce warriors of Kandara, the Guard of Elvanar and the loyal soldiers of Maramyr who now fight for their rightful ruler, Queen Ariana." 
He reached out to Ariana. "It would help calm the people if you would let them see you." 
Ariana saw several of the people behind the crisscrossed branches venture forward, staring at her. 
"Is it true?" an old man asked. "You are alive." He smiled. 
Ariana slid her mask to the side, so they could see her. 
"Many of you do not know me," she said. "I am Ariana Coromyr, the rightful Queen of Maramyr. My uncle, Cerric and the dark mages of the priesthood attempted to have me killed so my uncle could take the
throne. This crime has been blamed on the peaceful kingdom of Kandara, and for that injustice, I am truly
sorry. I have said this to your king, and I say this to you, the people of Kandara. I have brought with me
the Guard of Elvanar, which Queen Laurana has sent to your aid, and many of the soldiers of Maramyr
who were ordered to attack your land now defend this city. We, along with your brave leaders, the nobles
of House Akandra do battle against my uncle's army and the Xallan Queen, to defend your lives." 
"Queen Ariana," said an elderly woman. "I saw the old king and queen of Maramyr once. They
were friends to the Kandaran people and I am glad you have come, to restore our honor." 
Ariana smiled. "It is my hope that we can repair what has been done, but first we must defeat my
uncle. You will be safe here." Ariana looked through the dark thicket at the people gathered in the city gardens and she raised her voice so they could all hear her. "You will all be safe here." 
"Are we prisoners?" asked a man from somewhere among the people. 
"No," Ariana told them. "This barrier has been created to keep you safe from the mage fire and from the enemy soldiers." 
"I know how to kill them now," Margo said, walking back from the three dead soldiers whose
headless bodies hung, unmoving in the vines while the others struggled to break free. "Cut off their
heads." 
"What are they?" Elric asked. 
"They're soldiers," Ariana said then she used her power to look at them. "They are Maramyrian soldiers, but they look as though they have had some magic put upon them." Ariana gasped when she
realized that behind the strange magic, there was no life energy, no aura of color, where there normally
would be, even for those who were not magically gifted. "It's like they are dead." 
"I have heard of such a thing. It is called death magic," Margo said. "There are many forms of it, but it is one of the things we Rangers keep watch for." 
"I have heard of it as well," Keira said, "but we do not understand such magic in Elvanar. It makes little sense to those of the forest." 
""I am not a mage," Margo said, "but I have heard this magic involves controlling or stealing the essence of another, usually by force. There are old stories from ages past of dead soldiers being
controlled by mages using this kind of power. It was thought lost to the ages, but apparently that secret has been uncovered." 
"Could this be the power of this priesthood?" Elric asked. "We do not have many mages in
Kandara, but I have heard stories that these mage priests now worship Cerric as a god." 
"I am sure my uncle Cerric and his mage, Dakar, are behind this," Ariana told him. "The priesthood have shown themselves to have betrayed the traditional neutrality of mages by openly attacked Kandara. I
expect they will work other magics so we must stay on our guard." She looked to the dead soldiers who
were struggling to free themselves from the vines and one of them had almost managed to scramble all the
way through. "They will eventually break free." 
"If you can separate their heads from their shoulders, they will fall," Margo said as she walked over to the nest of vines and swung her blade, taking the soldier's head off in one flash of steel. 
In the dim light of the city, Ariana saw the soldier's head fall upon the ground in a pool of blood and
she looked into the milky, dead eyes that stared up at her, hating what her uncle had done. These were her
people, the people of her kingdome, loyal soldiers of Maramyr, who were lied to and then turned into
some kind of dead slaves by the foul magic of the priesthood. As distasteful as it was, there was nothing
she could do but to defend the people of Kandara and hope the soldiers who remained loyal to her, would
survive the battle outside the walls. 


*****
Boric slammed his axe into another catapult as it fired and, instead of lobbing the ensorceled
soldiers over the city wall, it sent several handfuls of them flying toward the trenches. The Duke worried
for a moment about Nathas and the other soldiers but he figured it was better that Cerric's slave soldiers
find their way to the trenches than make it over the city walls. After having seen a number of them get up
and keep fighting after taking wounds that should have killed them, he suspected that the defenders inside
the city would have their hands full. 
A volley from the catapults atop the walls took out another one of Cerric's catapults and that left
only a handful more to deal with, as the Elves had attacked the siege engines from both sides of the field. 
Boric swung his axe in wide arcs, clearing a path toward the next catapult when he heard a loud
thundering sound from nearby. Seemingly from out of nowhere, something hit him in the side and sent him
flying toward the trenches and knocking him to the ground. His armor was bent badly and his ribs felt as
though they had been kicked by a horse. Boric rolled over on the ground and a heavy, iron ball dislodged
itself from his side where it had stuck in his armor. He pushed himself to his feet, leaning on his axe, 
which was still firmly gripped in his hand and he stared at the round chunk of metal, then he sniffed the air and realized what it was. 
He heard another crack of thunder and immediately leapt from the place he had been standing. The
air whistled as another iron ball whipped by, smashing into the ground just in front of the trenches. Boric looked into the mass of soldiers advancing toward him and he saw them behind a puff of smoke. They
were metal cylinders on heavy wooden wheels, cannons. It seemed Cerric had gotten his hands on the
weapons of the people of the sea. 
Another crack of thunder sounded and Boric leapt again, avoiding another of the heavy iron balls. 
He glanced up the battlefield and it looked as though the elves were taking care of the remaining catapults so Boric decided it would be best to stop these cannons before they could do any more damage, to him or
the thousands of soldiers who were less armored than he. Boric dodged another shot from a cannon and
was about to charge into the enemy ranks when he heard another, quieter sound from a different direction. 
He caught a glimpse of something streaking toward him and tried to jump out of the way but he was too
late. 
A long, iron spike punched through his armor and caught him in the side, just below his ribs. He
looked down and saw that it was attached to a heavy chain, which led a short distance through the sea of
soldiers to three Darga, who held a kind of oversized crossbow. Standing next to them was the half-Darga
brat, Draxis, who had picked up the chain and was now gathering it toward him. Boric looked down at the
spike and found that it had only caught part of him on his left side, just below his ribs and had, luckily, missed his innards, but when he tried to pull it out, he found that it would not budge. He looked over his
shoulder at the place where the spike had exited his back and saw that it had short prongs just before the
end of its tip. The chain tightened as Draxis pulled it, now helped by his Darga, and Boric felt himself
being yanked forward as more Darga ran toward him. He bellowed from pain as the thick iron spike
moved around and the sharp prongs dug into his back where it had knocked his armor away. 
Boric ran forward toward the Darga faster than Draxis could tighten the chain. He scooped the
chain from the ground with his axe and grabbed it with his other hand then pulled the chain forward with
all his might, nearly yanking the arms off Draxis and his Darga helpers. Boric threw the chain to the
ground then, ignoring the screaming pain in his side, he smashed at the metal with his giant axe, splitting the chain in two. The Darga were closing in fast and Boric spun around as they leapt on him, then he dove
for the ground, landing flat on his chest. A Darga screamed as the metal spike pushed through, protruding
from Boric's back and punched the lizard man in the chest, impaling him completely. 
Boric scrambled to his feet and ran forward, grimacing in pain as the chain slid through the hole in
his side, but a moment later he was free and he turned to face the oncoming Darga. Another crack of
thunder sounded from nearby and Boric tried to leap out of the way, but his left side was beginning to
respond slowly and he felt the vision in his left eye beginning to blur as another iron ball hit him square in the shoulder. The impact nearly made him drop his axe, but he hung onto it and Boric staggered forward
toward the Darga, swinging his axe at them through the pain. The giant axe split two Darga clean through
the middle and knocked several more aside, clearing a path toward Draxis, who smiled cruelly as he
stalked toward the injured duke. 
"You move a little slower now, Duke Boric," Draxis jeered. "You cannot run away from me this time." 
"I have no intention of running away from a whelp like you," Boric said, swinging his axe at him. "I take it you poisoned that spike of yours." 
"You can feel it, yes?" Draxis asked as Boric swiped his axe at several more Darga who got too
close. 
"It itches a little," Boric lied. 
He could barely see out of his left eye now and the vision in his right eye had become a little blurry
and Boric wondered how badly he might be bleeding from the hole Draxis' little toy had punched in him. 
His entire left side was numb and he had little control over his arm or leg, though they seemed to still
move. At least he could not feel the pain in his left side, though his right shoulder still hurt from the
cannonball. 
"I wonder if I should kill you myself, or if I should let my Darga finish the job," Draxis said. "It might not be much of a challenge to fight you now." 
"You are getting a little ahead of yourself, boy," Boric said and he reached deep into the primal power that lived within him and bellowed flame at Draxis and the Darga. They had seen his trick before
and were ready for it this time, having left themselves room to maneuver and jumping out of the way
before the flames could touch them. Draxis laughed. 
"I heard stories from the mages of how Kandara has never fallen because of the mighty House of
Akandra and they monsters they commanded. It appears the stories were mostly lies meant to scare Xallan
children at night, but I never thought that the monsters would be the Akandar themselves. You put on airs
and call yourself nobles, but you are no different from me or these Darga warriors." 
"I think you'll find there are a lot of differences between the Akandar and the Darga," Boric said then he bellowed more fire at them. He noticed that when he used his fire, the effects of the poison began
to recede, which made sense, for his body's ability to repair its wounds had always been accelerated
when he touched the flames that lived deep within him. It helped that Draxis wanted to talk to him, for
every moment that passed, Boric began to feel stronger again. "And yet, you call yourself a Prince? 
Would that not be called putting on airs, as you say?" 
"It is a title from my mother, the Xallan Queen. It is meaningless. The only titles that matter are
those that are won in battle. I fought the leaders of the Darga tribes and killed them, making me their
leader. I will fight the leaders of Kandara and kill them too, and take whatever titles they had. Those will mean something, but first I will discover the secrets you keep, the things that have been stolen from the
Darga. I know that we once lived in these lands, that the Darga were stripped of their power then
banished from the mountains. These stories are still told among the Darga, and they have waited many
generations to return to their home and regain their glory." 
"And do you know why the Darga were banished?" Boric asked, hoping he could keep Draxis
talking a little more. 
"I do not know, nor do I care. No crime is great enough to be banished for so long. What I want is
what is mine, what is ours," he looked to the Darga that stood at his side and they hissed and growled in agreement. 
"I'll tell you what the Darga did," Boric said, slowly taking in extra air between breaths as he
decided to share a little bit of history he had recently uncovered. "The leader of the Darga, the great warrior Darga, killed his own queen. Looking at how many Darga now dirty the land, we should have put
the entire clan to death. We showed mercy to the Darga clan and this is how you repay us." 
"Lies," hissed one of the Darga. "We know the truth. You stole our power and drive us from our homes." 
"No, we executed your leader, your greatest warrior, for the crime of stupidity, and we banished
those who were part of his crime," Boric told him. 
"It does not matter, Boric," Draxis said. "The Darga have returned and we will take Kandara and we will claim what is ours." 
Boric had filled himself with as much air as he could manage and he felt the fire raging inside him, 
deep in his belly. 
"You will have to go through me first," he bellowed then blasted liquid fire at them that splashed and sprayed over the Darga. 
Draxis leapt back, out of the way as the acid fire scorched the Darga that had been surrounding the
duke. He landed a safe distance away and laughed. 
"You scoff at my use of poison, yet you spit acid at me," Draxis yelled, raising his hand. "I would say we are evenly matched." He dropped his hand and a series of cannon blasts thundered from all
directions. 
Boric leapt straight into the air and the cannonballs missed him, but he heard the sound of another
iron bolt being fired and, hanging in the air, there was nothing he cold do to move. The bolt caught him
through the leg, and the chain went taut, yanking him back to the ground, where he landed with a crash. 
Boric struggled to his feet, but the spike in his leg has split the bone and the chain was being yanked and pulled. The Darga leapt on him now, latching onto his arms with their teeth and claws, preventing him
from moving and he felt sharp pains stabbing through his body. His arms, his legs, his wrists were
punctured with large hooks attached to heavy iron chains and a moment later, Boric felt himself being
pushed to his feet. Several Darga began yanking at the axe, trying to pry it from his grip. 
"Leave it," Draxis said and the Darga moved away from the duke. "His leg is broken and he will need it so he can stand." Draxis turned to one of his Darga. "Give the signal." 
The Darga put a horn to his thin, reptilian lips then blew a signal and, apart from a few skirmishes, 
the army stopped moving almost all at once. 


*****
"It sounds like your son has achieved his goal," Cerric said, 
He turned to Calexis, who sat next to him on one of the two large thrones that had been placed atop
a large platform that the soldiers had built. It had been Cerric's idea that they should create a comfortable vantage point from which he and his queen could observe the battle, like a traveling throne room. From
the expression on her face, Cerric could tell that Calexis was pleased. 
"I should like to see this monster he has caught," she said. 
Calexis had been shocked at how powerful Cerric had become and she wondered if she had yet
seen the measure of his true power, but instead of fearing him like Mirdel, Berant and the mages, she
lusted for such power even more. The king she had humored with a political marriage had turned into the
embodiment of everything she desired. The only problem was, she wanted to be as powerful as he, and if
an ineffectual coward like Cerric could gain such power, then it was possible that she, who was far more
deserving, might do so as well. Calexis was particularly curious about these Akandar and what Boric had
said to Draxis about how he and the Darga would never have such power as the rulers of Kandara
enjoyed. It was an interesting claim, but when Draxis had told her of the Duke's boast, something about it
rang hollow. If power could be taken away, it could also be granted, and she was determined to find out
how such a thing might be possible. For now, it would be satisfying to meet this arrogant Kandaran Duke, 
who thought he could challenge her son and live. 


*****
The sun had fallen from the sky and twilight had already begun to fade to darkness when Quenta and
his contingent of the Elven Guard rode through the gates along with Captain Nathas. Nathas had stayed to
defend the trenches to the end with his contingent of Maramyrian loyals, only retreating when they were
finally overrun and they were thankful that the elves had helped in their retreat. Even so, Nathas knew the only reason he had survived was the strange halt of Cerric's army. Of the thousands who fought in the
trench against Cerric's much larger force, only a few hundred Maramyrian soldiers now remained and
Elric granted them entry to the city. 
Nathas ordered that their clothes be brushed with dark blue paint, a common color in the
storehouses of the city, so they would not be mistaken for the dead Maramyrians who had been wreaking
havoc inside the walls. Kaleb and his riders as well as the other contingent of the Elven Guard remained
outside the walls, moving away from the battlefield and finding refuge in the countryside, ready to return
to the battle when called. For now, Cerric's army had ceased its attack and campfires were being lit
across the countryside. 
Borrican waited by the gate, hoping to see his uncle, but with the last of the soldiers, there was no
sign of him. 
"Has anyone seen Duke Boric?" he asked of the soldiers. 
"Last I saw of him, he was smashing those catapults," one of them said. 
Quenta dismounted from his horse and he walked over to Borrican. 
"He fought the Darga and the one named Draxis, but I believe he was captured by them," Quenta
said. "We tried to get to him, but they took him deeper into their army. I do not know if he yet lives." 
"Boric was captured?" Borrican could not believe it. He had been so busy atop the walls trying to take out the enemy catapults then defending the soldiers in the trenches as they were overrun by Cerric's
troops that he had lost sight of his uncle. He remembered seeing Boric surrounded by a sea of Darga, but
his mighty axe was cutting them down easily, like a scythe through grass. With his monstrous size and
exceptional strength, Borrican had not expected him to be captured so quickly, especially since Boric had
already fought the Darga and knew the measure of their strength. 
Borrican's brother, Elric, and a group of soldiers rode back to the gates, having finished dispatching
the remaining ensorceled Maramyrian soldiers that had been ravaging the city. He saw Borrican's dark
expression and immediately dismounted from his horse and went to him. 
"What has happened, Borrican?" 
"Uncle Boric has been taken by the enemy." 
A soldier began shouting from atop the wall. Something was happening outside the city. Borrican
and his brother ran up the steps, and they were followed by Nathas, Quenta and a number of others. Night
had fallen and clouds had rolled in, blocking the light from the stars, casting a dark gloom over the world, broken by the angry flickering of torches and cookfires. Outside the walls, near the abandoned trenches, 
several large fires had been lit and large torches illuminated a kind of platform upon which were two
large thrones. Atop them sat Cerric and Queen Calexis and, in front of the platform, facing the walls of
Kandara, stood Boric, on a heavy, wooden diagonal cross and held in place by black iron chains that
looked as though they were attached to his flesh itself, and looped through metal rings and pulled tight by Darga at their other ends. 
Everyone on the wall was silent and, the noise of the army outside the wall also fell to a hush as
Cerric stood from his chair. He raised his hands and more torches lit up, illuminating the area where
Boric was held. 
"People of Kandara," Cerric said, his harsh voice cutting through the night and rumbling with
unnatural power. "I have here the great power of your land, the protector of your people, his lordship, Duke Boric Akandra of the House Akandar, the prized warrior of Kandara. See how he kneels." 
The Darga pulled the chains and Boric fell to his knees, howling in pain with an inhuman wail. 
Borrican noticed that his uncle still had his great axe in his hand and he wondered if they had let him keep it for some reason or if they had not been able to take it from him. 
"I come seeking one thing," Cerric continued, his voice echoing loudly through the night. "I seek the power of Kandara, the gift of the Akandar, and I seek your obedience. I do not wish to see needless death
and slaughter. That is not my purpose, I only wish for the King to relinquish his power. Once that is done, we will leave." 
Borrican saw Ariana run to the top of the steps and stop abruptly, when she caught sight of the scene
below the walls. 
"Why so quiet?" Cerric said, his voice calm and relaxed as though he were barely shouting, yet it could be heard so clearly as though he were standing only a few steps away. "Do you hear me, people of Kandara?" His voice rose in volume, to an almost deafening roar. "I give you a choice. You have one day to consider. Give me the power of Akandar, or every last one of you will die." 
"Elric," Ariana whispered. "May I say something to him?" 
"Yes, of course," Elric told her, moving aside as Ariana stepped up to the edge of the parapet. 
"Cerric Coromyr," Ariana said. "You have failed to kill me twice. Why should anyone believe your promises. Your words are lies, your threats are false and your crown is stolen. As the rightful ruler of
Maramyr I command any soldiers loyal to the crown to put down your swords and take the usurper, Cerric
Coromyr into custody." 
Cerric laughed. 
"Ariana, my niece," Cerric said. "You are correct. I did fail to kill you, much to my irritation, but that was before. I see that you've taken to the Elven ways. It was smart of you to run to the people of the forest, but you know they cannot protect you. Elvanar is but one more land that will be conqured. As for
you, princess without a crown, it matters not, for you are irrelevant and will likely be dead very soon. 
The throne and crown of Maramyr are mine because I have taken them, just as I will take Kandara. 
Perhaps I will give you to the Darga to play with as a reward for capturing Duke Boric. Perhaps Prince
Draxis might find you amusing. For now, enjoy the knowledge that you will either die by the swords of
your own soldiers, or become my slave and then you will die when I tire of you." 
"He has lost his mind," Ariana said, more to herself than anyone else. "How can he admit to trying to have me killed? Does he not care?" 
"No, my dear niece," Cerric replied, somehow having heard what she had said, "I do not care who knows what I have done. If you have any doubts of my resolve, then let me make my intentions perfectly
clear." 
Cerric waved his hand and more torches lit up around Boric, illuminating his beaten and blood
soaked form. From the shadows, Draxis appeared and walked toward him. He grabbed Boric's giant axe
and tried to pull it from his hand, but Boric would not let go. The Darga pulled the chains tighter and
blood and fire spit from Boric's mouth as he howled in pain. Draxis punched him in the side of the head
over and over, each powerful hit resounding with wet blood and shattering bone. Finally, he pulled the
axe free and held it up with one hand. The Darga began to cheer and the thousands of dead soldiers
cheered as well, their shouts filling the night. Cerric held up his hand. 
"Draxis," he said. "If you will show my niece and the Kandarans how much I care for their honor and how much I value their lives." 
Draxis nodded and, taking the axe in his two hands, he raised it high above his head, then he leapt
into the air and brought it smashing down on Boric's neck, severing his head from his body and spilling
acid blood that burned with fire upon the ground before Boric's headless body. 
"People of Kandara, you have until sundown tomorrow to give me what I ask. Obey me or perish." 
With that, Cerric turned and sat back in his chair and the entire platform began to move back behind
the enemy ranks, leaving Boric's body on its knees, chained before the cross. Draxis threw the axe to the
ground and picked up Boric's head then followed the king and queen through the legions of soldiers, who
cheered raucously at the death of the Duke of Kandara. 
Ariana could barely see through the tears in her eyes. She turned and saw Elric, ashen faced with
shock, his expression mirroring how she felt. Ariana looked to Borrican, she saw something she had
glimpsed when the old king had touched her power, something that flickered and burned deep within the
Akandar, the same power that had given Boric his strength. Borrican's eyes burned and flickered with a
fire that was different from the torches that burned or the mage fire Ariana could summon. It was
something more primal, more visceral and if she were not so angry and distraught, she would have been
frightened by what she saw. Borrican saw her staring at him and he turned away then slowly walked
down the steps from the wall and disappeared into the city. 
Ariana wanted to follow him, but Margo grabbed her arm. 
"Let him go," she said. "He needs to deal with this on his own." 
"As do I," Elric said. "If you will excuse me." 
As Elric followed his brother down from the wall, Ariana slumped against the wall and she pulled
her elven mask over her face and quietly cried for both of them and for Boric, whose body she could no
longer bear to look at. A few moments later, Ariana felt a hand on her shoulder. She looked up and saw
Nathas, the Senior Captain of Maramyr, who was now the commander of what was left of the Maramyrian
army. 
"Your highness," he said in a calm and gentle tone. "Keira and Margo will escort you to the palace. 
You must rest, for tomorrow will be a difficult day." 
"How can I rest at a time like this?" Ariana asked him. 
"Tomorrow we fight," Nathas told her, "and our swords must remain sharp. If you do not rest, your blade will quickly dull. There is naught we can do but prepare for the battle that is yet to come." 
Ariana saw Keira and Margo standing behind Nathas and she pushed herself to her feet and saw
Quenta walking toward her. 
"We will keep watch here," Quenta said. "I will make sure you are informed if anything changes." 
"Thank you, Quenta," Ariana said then she walked down from the wall and followed Keira and
Margo through the city toward the palace. 
As they approached the palace gate, Ariana looked up at the tall, stone towers that loomed above
and she saw the old king, Eric, out on a high balcony, standing alone, staring out toward the city walls. 
She saw him turn away, as though someone had called to him, and then the old king disappeared back
inside the palace. 
"Father," Elric said as Eric came in from the tower balcony. "Uncle Boric has been killed." 
"I know, my son." Eric looked at both boys and brushed his hands through his wild, unkempt hair. 
"Boric honored his oath. I hoped you would have more time to grow, to discover your strengths before
taking up the mantle of Kandara. You wear my crown, Elric, and Borrican, you are so much like your
uncle. Perhaps I have not been much of a father these past years. Since your mother died, I have been lost, so very lost, and Boric did what I could not. He has raised you in my stead. You are both young but the
time for being young is over. You know what Boric was?" 
"You mean how he changed?" Elric asked. 
"Yes. It did not seem strange to you, did it?" 
"No," Borrican said. "He is Akandar." 
"That's right, Borrican, as are you. You have the same power within you, though I think you already
know it." Eric turned to his other son. "You also have this power, Elric, but you hide it even more than your brother. I cannot explain this to you. I have tried to speak to both of you but you do not listen. Both of you must find your true selves if you are to keep the oath." 
"I listen, father," Elric said, "but I would listen more if you did not yell so much." 
Eric looked at his eldest son and took a deep breath, doing his best to hold his temper in check, but
Elric could see the anger in his eyes. 
"What oath, father?" Borrican asked. "You and uncle Boric have spoken of the oath, but you have never told us what it is." 
"The oath is a story," Eric told them, holding his emotions in check. "It is an old story, of our people, of the people who live on this land, of all the peoples in the world. It is knowledge, and neither of you are ready for it, but I must tell you nonetheless, for I am all that remains of the pride of Kandara until the oath falls to you, my sons. It is better that you know it now." 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
The sun had fallen and the evening began to cool as the stands above the arena floor filled with
people. The warrior's palace glowed with torchlight and the arena floor itself flickered with fire as the
circles became rings of fire once the matches began. A thousand smells were carried on the wind as
vendors sold their wares to the sea of spectators that eagerly awaited the next match. Aaron sat in the
stands and watched several of the matches that were happening in each of the circles. In one of them, he
recognized one of the women fighters he had seen that morning now fighting an opponent twice her size, a
large man who fought with twin battleaxes. 
Despite his size, the man moved with a smooth grace and fluid power that showed a level of ability
far beyond most of the fighters Aaron had faced at Forsina. The woman, however, was an adept fighter as
well, and though she lacked the power of the man she faced, her blade was just as sharp and her
movements slightly faster. She cut him several times on the arms and on the legs, darting past his axes
with her much longer blades and Aaron thought she would win the match, until the man caught her sword
in the hook of one of his axes then jabbed at her face with the pointed head of the other. 
The swordfighter dodged just in time, but a piece of the axe blade caught the side of her head and
tore a deep gash in the cloth around her head and cut through to her scalp beneath it. The sword fighter
stumbled as blood flowed from the wound, soaking down her shoulder and matting down her robes, which
became dark and clung to her. She tried to continue fighting, but it soon became clear that the axe wielder had her at a disadvantage, from the blood loss and the fact that her vision had been obscured by the cloth
wrappings that had been torn and had fallen over her eye. She struggled to defend herself from her
opponent's relentless barrage of attacks, which prevented her from adjusting the wrappings and, a few
moments later, the man caught her in the sword arm with his axe and she fell to her knees ground, no
longer able to lift her blade. The man with the axes brought them both down to within a hair of her neck, 
but stopped short of killing her. 
Aaron saw Lento walk out to the circle and bow to the man with the two axes. The crowd cheered
for the victor and he held his axes high to their applause then walked from the arena through a gate
underneath the stands. Lento walked over to look at the other fighter, who remained on her knees then he
motioned for the healers to come and collect her. Aaron rose from his seat and wandered over an open
area at the bottom of the stands next to the wall that overlooked the arena floor. A group of men and
women sat at small tables, handling the many bets that were placed on the fights. As he approached the
betting tables, Aaron saw disappointed faces walking away, while others were smiling, having lost or
won their respective bets. 
"Care to make a wager, sir?" one of the women asked. 
"No, thank you," Aaron replied. "The betting tables are not very busy." 
"It is early still," she said. "There are many wagers to be made." 
Aaron did not know much about how the betting worked, but Carly had explained some of it to him
when they were at Forsina. From what he could remember, there were different kinds of wagers and some
could be made before the fight and some during the fight. People would even bet on details, like how
many cuts a fighter would receive from an opponent or how long a fight might last. The wagers that were
placed between people could be as complicated as people wanted them to be. He had overheard several
people discussing a wager earlier then saw them leave their coin with the people at the tables and those
who won returned to collect their winnings. It appeared that those who worked the tables provided the
service to anyone who wished to make a wager. 
"Since you are not busy at the moment, may I ask you about the matches here at the warrior's
palace?" 
"Of course," the woman said. "What would you like to know?" 
"I am curious how you know who the favorites are? How do you decide the odds?" 
She smiled and held up a thin book. 
"This is the register of Ba'shan. All of the fighters who have ever fought in the circles are written
here. The registers tell many things about their fights, both past and present. That is how we decide who
are the favorites then we decide what their chances might be." 
"All of the fighters? I would think that book should be a lot thicker." 
"Yes. The register works by magic. See, it has no pages." The woman opened the book and Aaron
saw that it was only a cover. He was curious about how the magic might work, but he did not want to use
his power to find out. 
"How can it show all the fighters, if it has no pages?" 
"You need only think of the fighters who will fight and the book will show them, one on each side. 
The pages tell the story of each fighter and what battles they have fought and we decide who the favorites
are." 
"Do you know who created the books?" Aaron asked, his curious piqued because something about
them reminded him of the book of the priesthood. 
"No," she said with a shrug. "Perhaps you can ask Lento. He is the master of the warrior palace. He knows many things I do not." 
"Thank you," Aaron said, then he paused for a moment. "What does the register say about Kasha?" 
"Kasha?" The woman smiled. "Kasha is a very fine warrior, one of the champions. Many times a king of Ba'shan, with many supporters." She opened the book. "Kasha is always a favorite to win and has never lost a match in the circles and has only drawn once." 
"Only once?" Aaron said. 
"Yes." She glanced at the other page and Aaron caught a glimpse of it filling words and pictures. 
"At Forsina, Kasha fought to a draw against a fighter named Antal." 
The woman looked at him oddly and held up the book to show him and he saw that each page held
an image that was more than just a drawn representation, but appeared to be a living, moving image. The
picture of Kasha, which was only of her head and shoulders, showed her wearing her usual head
wrappings, and sitting somewhere dark, with firelight flickering in her eyes and she looked much as
Aaron remembered her, but the image on the other page was somewhat disconcerting. Aaron felt like he
was looking in a mirror, for underneath the name that was written on the page in black coal, exactly the
way he had written it on the stone at Forsina, was an image of him, standing exactly where he stood now, 
with the busy stands of the warriors' palace behind him. 
"You are Antal of Ashford," said the woman. "You have favorable odds, though some of my fellow registers debate this for Kasha did not fight you the way that Kasha is known to fight. It was very curious and there was much talk about your match because of it. Tell me, Antal, do you intend to enter the fights?" 
"How is it possible that this book can see me?" Aaron asked, more concerned about not being found than hearing gossip about his time at Forsina. He knew it should not be possible for him to be seen by
magic, since he still had the ward that Stavros showed him how to create. 
"The register only sees the fighters when they are at the circles. You are at the circles, so the
register sees you," the woman laughed. "Many fighters have asked about this. They worry that we
registers can see them with their lovers or use the registers to follow them or trick them, but the registers only see fighters when they are near the circles." 
Aaron breathed a sigh of relief at the woman's explanation of the register books, but he was still
concerned about how they worked. 
"What does the book show when a fighter is not at the circles?" he asked. 
"It shows the last vision," the woman said. "Until this morning, your image was frozen in time, a moment from Forsina and you did not dress as you do now." 
"So, if the image is moving, then the person is at the circles?" 
"Yes, though it is not known which circle. If you were to visit any of the circles the register would
sense you." 
"Is there any way to be removed from the register?" 
"I do not know. No one has ever asked me that question," the woman said, looking at him strangely. 
"Perhaps you should ask Lento." 
"One more question," Aaron said. 
"Yes?" 
"Will Kasha fight in the circles of Ba'shan tonight?" 
The woman closed the book then opened it again and Aaron could see that the pages had changed. 
"I do not see a match with Kasha, no." 
"Thank you for your help," Aaron said and the woman nodded as he turned and walked away
through the stands. 
Aaron found his way down a flight of stone steps to a passage underneath the stands that led to the
arena floor. The entrance was guarded by several Ba'shane warriors and another register, who opened the
book as Aaron approached and motioned to the guards to let him through. Aaron nodded at them politely
and entered the arena and walked along the lowered pathway that ran around its perimeter, glancing up at
the stands, wondering if Kasha might be somewhere at the warrior's palace. As much as he wanted to be
left alone and did not want to think about all the problems with magic and goddesses, the last few days at
Ba'shan had been somewhat lonely and, even if things did not end up involving a bed of cushions and
entangled bodies like they had at Forsina, Aaron felt his spirits uplifted at the thought of seeing the
warrior woman again. 
He watched Lento conclude another match then return to his place near the entrance to the passage
to the fighters' quarters and wandered over to where he stood, observing the matches. 
"Antal," Lento said, smiling at Aaron. "Have you reconsidered entering the circles?" 
"Lento, I think I would prefer to watch," Aaron told him. "I am curious about the register books. 
Could you tell me about them?" 
"What would you like to know?" 
"They appear to work like magic," Aaron said. "Do you know who made them?" 
"The registers are very old," Lento said. "It is said they were created by the king of the sky, the watcher of all things, the knower of all things." 
"Does this king of the sky have another name, perhaps one used by the people of the north?" 
"Ah, yes," Lento said. "I believe your people call him by the name of Stroma. He is worshiped as a god in your land, yes?" 
"He was," Aaron said. "Do the people of the desert not consider Stroma to be one of the gods?" 
Lento laughed. "You do not know Ansari." 
While it was not a clear answer, it appeared to Aaron that the Ansari did not follow the gods, and
yet it seemed that one of the gods had created the registers. 
"Stroma made the registers but isn't a god?" 
"How can I explain?" Lento said, then he held up his finger. "I will return." He headed out to the arena floor to conclude another match that had ended. 
Aaron waited as an extremely large man was dragged from the arena on a wooden skid and down
the passage to the fighters' quarters, while Ansari healers worked their magic on him, trying to staunch the blood that flowed out of numerous deep gashes. Aaron looked out over the many matches in the circles
and saw that the fights were becoming more violent as increasingly powerful opponents were matched up
against one another. He saw Lento preside over the start of another fight then the man returned to where
Aaron waited for him. 
"I think we will begin to see some fallen warriors soon," Lento said. "It is always the way with the most powerful fighters. Only a few have the skill to triumph without killing their opponent." 
"If someone has already won the matches in the circles and become a king," Aaron asked, "what would be the purpose in entering again? What more is to be gained? A person cannot eat and drink double
or stay in two rooms at the same time." 
"Ah, yes. No doubt you have been told of how the winners no longer need worry for food and drink
and may live in the city without cost. That is a convenience afforded by the warriors' temple to our
champions, to the kings of the circles. But there is another prize, that is known only to the kings." 
"So the only way I get to find out is if I enter the fights and become a champion of Ba'shan?" 
"Yes," Lento said. "There are some secrets that must be earned. Will you enter the circles?" 
"I have no need of prizes," Aaron said. 
"As you wish. You are a champion of Forsina, with a draw against Kasha. That is very honorable
so perhaps that is enough for you." 
"Could you tell me about the registers?" Aaron asked, reminding Lento of their earlier conversation. 
"You said Stroma made the registers, but was not a god." 
"I did not say that, Antal. Now you are putting words in my mouth," Lento said, smiling at Aaron, though he thought he detected a note of irritation in the man's voice. "Your people think of Stroma as a god, there are several of them in your culture, if I remember, but we do not have this word. Stroma exists, but we do not worship Stroma. Do you understand better?" 
"Maybe," Aaron said, not sure if what the man had told him was of any help. Either way, it was
useful to know that Stroma was supposedly the one who made the register books. "I still have much to
learn if I am to know Ansari." 
"Ah yes," Lento said with a grin. "To know Ansari is to be Ansari." 
"I have not heard that expression before," Aaron told him. "What does it mean?" 
"You have many questions, Antal. I wish you the luck of the wind that the answers you seek will
find you." 
"All right, Lento," Aaron said. "Thank you for telling me a few things." 
"Of course. Ask me what you wish to know. If I can tell you, I will." Lento smiled at him again, and Aaron was pretty sure that he was done answering questions. He was reminded of something that the
pirate, Malek had said about the Ansari, that they often smiled on the outside. 
Aaron turned when he saw a bright flash in one of the circles. The crowd cheered loudly as two
sword fighters circled one another. One was a tall man with long, black hair, and the other a woman, who
Aaron recognized as the sparring partner of the woman who had been cut in the face a short while ago. 
They walked slowly around the circle, their swords each held in one hand while their other hands
conjured mage fire. The man with the long hair hurled a ball of fire at the woman, who leapt out of the
way and sent a blast of fire back at him. The man rolled to the ground, dodging the flames but the woman
leapt at him, her sword crackling with energy as it streaked toward his head. The man raise his sword to
block but the energy from the woman's blade ran through his sword and he yelled in pain as every muscle
and sinew in his body tightened in pain. The woman kicked the man in the chest, sending him flying to the
dirt and she leapt at him, stabbing the point of her blade downward toward his neck. He rolled out of the
way at the last second, avoiding what would have been a killing blow. 
"Fighters in the circles use magic?" Aaron asked. 
"You really do not know Ansari," Lento said, shaking his head. 
"There are many things I do not know," Aaron told him, "but I am trying to learn. None of the fighters at Forsina used magic. I did not know it was permitted in the circles." 
"Oh yes," Lento said. "It is not common in the circles like Forsina that border on the northern and western lands. The people in such places who have such powers that you call magic do not often become
warriors. They are called mages, or priests, yes?" 
Aaron thought about it and he realized it was true. In Maramyr, at least, mages were mages and
soldiers were soldiers, though he had read some histories about kings and other important heroes who
were warriors and also commanded magic. He supposed that he could do the same if he were willing to
use his power, but it was strange for him to see sword fighters dueling in the circles and using magic. 
He was distracted from the match by a commotion in the passageway to the warriors' quarters. A
group of desert people emerged, carrying long staves and pushing and prodding at something, or someone, 
Aaron was not quite sure. The creature looked like some kind of lizard as it lay on the dirt where it had
fallen, with its tail curled around it as it tucked its arms and legs in and huddled in a ball on the ground. 
One of the men struck the creature on its back and Aaron thought he saw some kind of magical energy
come from the end of the staff, which was tipped with steel. The creature writhed and crawled forward
toward he arena and away from the men with the long staves and Aaron saw that it was almost human and
from the looks of its body, it was female. 
"Why do you make such trouble?" one of the men yelled at her. "You will fight!" 
"I don't want to. Please don't make me," the creature said, curling her arms around her and trying to cover herself as she glanced around at the stands filled with people, cheering on the fights that were
ongoing in the circles. 
One of the men held something out to her and whatever it was, it immediately had her attention. It
was as though she had forgotten about the crowds and the staves the men carried and she pushed herself to
her feet and walked toward him, her eyes never leaving what was in his hand. Her hand moved
astonishingly fast as she snatched at it but it looked like the man was expecting her to try for it. He pulled his hand away and the others moved in with their staves, keeping her at bay. 
"You want this?" the man asked, shaking his hand, and when the sleeve of his robe slid from his
hand for a moment, Aaron glimpsed what he already suspected the man might be holding. It was a glass
vial of blue liquid that glowed and shimmered as he dangled it in front of the creature. 
"Give it to me," she said with a sharp aggression in her voice that contrasted with the helpless tone she had only moments ago. 
"You will get it when you win the fight," the man said. The creature frowned and stared at the
ground. 
"I don't want to fight anymore," she said. "I never wanted to fight. Please, just give it to me." 
"You want it, you fight," the man told her then he pointed. "Now go!" 
The girl sighed and stuck out her lip, pouting much like the way Aaron had seen a few of the girls
do at Ashford when he was a boy. She looked up at the man and her frown thinned as she hissed at him, 
then she turned and slowly began walking toward the empty circle that awaited her. 
"Who or what is that?" Aaron asked Lento, who had just returned from seeing to the end of another match. Lento pulled a register book from his robes and opened it. 
"Ah, yes," he said, excitedly. "That is a fighter called Lexi. This will be a special match at the request of the traders who hold the fighting contract." 
"What is special about the match?" 
"The traders have offered a very large prize of gold to any fighter who can kill the creature and it is an open circle." 
"What is an open circle?" 
"It means any fighter can enter." 
"More than one?" 
"Yes. It is a very special match. There are often very large wagers on such matches once the fight
begins." 
"Why would they do that?" Aaron asked. "Why would they make it a fight to the death?" 
Lento shrugged. "I do not know. They hold the contract of the fighter. Besides, many of the fights in
the circle end in death. It is often the way of things when steel meets flesh." 
Aaron was angry about what the traders were doing. He remembered at Forsina when the traders
had offered him potions that they said would make him faster and stronger and what Malek told him about
what those potions did to the fighters, making them into slaves. When Malek had explained how the
traders made their contracts, Aaron did not give it much thought at the time, but he now realized that it
would not be difficult to force someone to make a contract if they were desperate for another potion the
way the creature named Lexi appeared to be. 
"Lento," Aaron said. "Is it possible to change fighters in a match?" 
"It is possible, but not once it has started. As you know, once a fight has begun no one may enter the circle." 
"Is it also possible to enter the circle but only to fight one match?" 
"You mean, enter the circles not to become king?" 
"Yes. Just one fight." 
"We have done this before, for special fighters." 
"I won against Kasha," Aaron said. "Does that make me special enough?" 
Lento smiled at him. "You had a draw against Kasha but you have only fought in one competition, so
it makes you a mystery. I will agree to this. Is there a prize?" 
Aaron took out the bag of coins he had taken from Malek's ship. He held it out to the man. 
"Thirty gold, fifty silver and six copper," Aaron told him, then he decided he might need a few
coppers in case things did not work out. "Minus the coppers." 
"Thirty gold and fifty silver? That is not a very large prize, but it is a respectable amount. Who do
you intend to challenge?" 
"Give me a moment," Aaron said. "Do not start the fight with that creature yet." 
"I will wait a moment," Lento said, then he walked out toward another circle where a match had
just ended. 
Aaron ran over to the group of traders who were discussing the upcoming fight with a number of
fighters who appeared to be interested in the prize. Aaron pushed past them and walked up to the man
who had coaxed the creature into the circle using the blue potion, who appeared to be the leader of the
group. 
"I am Antal of Ashford and I would like to make a challenge," Aaron said loudly overtop the
fighters who were discussing the terms of the fight. He noticed one of Lento's people standing nearby with
a register, which the man opened at Aaron's mention of the name he had used in the fighting circles at
Forsina. 
"Good. There are many who seek the prize," said one of the traders. 
"No," Aaron said. "I do not want the prize. I wish to make a different challenge." 
"What challenge is this? The fight is about to begin." 
Aaron looked at all the fighters gathered around. 
"You all wish to kill that creature?" Aaron asked. The fighters all nodded. 
"A hundred pieces is a lot of gold," said one of them. "Free food and drink is only good in Ba'shan." 
"What is your challenge?" asked the lead trader, impatiently. 
"This match seems cowardly to me," Aaron said, doing his best to look disapprovingly at the
fighters. "I will fight on the side of the creature and I will add thirty gold and fifty silver to the prize. If any of you can get past me to the creature, then you get both prizes." 
"So you are increasing the prize?" the trader asked. "What do you want from the arrangement? Do you wish to make a wager?" 
"If the creature survives, then you keep your gold and I keep mine, but you will give me the
creature's contract." 
The traders conferred with each other for a moment, then spoke with the man with the register, and
Aaron noticed Lento making his way to the circle where the blue scaled lizard girl stood just inside it, 
unmoving, with her head slumped forward and he hair hanging over her face. 
"We will agree to this arrangement, if you agree to fight to the death. These fighters have already
agreed to this term and we will not change it, so if you are not a coward, then you will also agree." 
Aaron stared at the fighters. 
"You have all agreed to this?" 
"We are not planning on getting killed," said another one of the fighters, a grizzled looking man who was missing half of one ear and had a long scar running from his shoulder to his stomach underneath his
heavy, leather armor. "Are you afraid to test your mettle, boy? Perhaps you're the coward." 
"I do not want to kill you," Aaron said, and the fighters broke into laughter. 
"You're already dead, boy," said one of them. "No one calls me a coward and lives." 
Aaron looked at the angry faces of the gathered fighters and realized what he had gotten himself
into. He turned to the traders. 
"You will give me the contract and that potion you have hidden in your robes, if the creature lives
and all of these men are either dead or unconscious." 
"We agree to these terms, Antal of Ashford, though we think you are a fool. It is well known among
the circles that your match against Kasha was one of luck." 
"We will see about that," Aaron said. He nodded to the register. "Is the arrangement satisfactory to the registers?" 
The man looked over at Lento, who was already waiting at the circle. 
"It is satisfactory," the man said. 
"Good. I wish you all an honorable fight," Aaron said then he turned and walked away from the
laughter of the fighters toward the circle. 
"You are an unusual fighter, Antal," Lento said as Aaron approached. 
"I am not a fighter, Lento," Aaron told him. 
"And yet you fight, seemingly without reason. I have a question for you now." 
"What is it?" Aaron asked as he pulled off his desert robes and laid them on the ground outside the circle. He decided to keep the cloth wrappings around his face to make sure no one would recognize him. 
"Why would you enter into such an arrangement as you have made?" Lento held up his register
book. "You risk much and gain so little." 
"Truthfully, I am not entirely sure," Aaron answered. 
"Interesting," Lento commented, then he gestured toward the circle. "You must enter the circle now." 
"Can you give me a moment to speak with the creature?" Aaron asked. 
"A brief moment. The match must begin." 
Aaron nodded at the man and walked into the circle, making for the lizard girl who stood at the far
side. 
"Hello," Aaron said. The girl did not move. "Is your name Lexi?" 
She turned her head to look at him and he saw a wild look in her eyes that reminded him of an
injured wolf or some kind of angry beast, fearful and deadly. 
"Who are you?" she whispered. 
"I am your ally," Aaron told her. 
"I have no allies." 
"Well, you do now. Don't ask me why, but I bet those traders you work for that you and I could beat
all those men there and if we win, they will set you free." 
"I don't work for them," she told him. 
"I did not think so." Aaron
Her head tilted up and she squinted at him. 
"Why would you help me?" 
"I don't know. It just seemed right," Aaron said with a shrug. 
"What does it matter?" Lexi said. "You waste your time. I will fight. I will beat them or they will beat me. I will go back in the cage, then I will fight again. I am a prisoner and that is my place in the
world." 
"Is that what the traders told you?" Aaron asked as the other fighters, seven of them, entered the circle and began spreading out. The girl shrugged. "The prize is for killing you. The traders offered a prize of a hundred gold to whichever one of these men kills you. I didn't think that was fair, so I entered the fight." 
Lexi looked at him with a confused look on her face. 
"Why?" she asked. 
"Does it matter?" Aaron asked as he drew his sword. "More importantly, can you use a sword?" 
"Not so much," Lexi told him. "I don't need a sword to fight." She held up her hands and Aaron saw her fingernails begin to grow longer into razor sharp claws. 
At the edge of the circle, Lento held up his hand then let it fall and the fight began as the circle burst
into flames. Lexi walked forward toward the men, then she crouched down on the ground and sprang
forward at one who wielded a sword. Lexi bounded across the ground like a cat and the man leapt out of
the way as she slashed at him with her claws. He swung his sword at her and its tip narrowly missed her
back as she ducked low to the ground. 
Aaron was nearly caught off guard by the fighter with the missing ear as he swung his battle axe at
him, but Aaron jumped out of the way just in time and brought his sword up in a slash across the man's
shoulder. Aaron rolled and brought his blade up toward another man, who was bearing down on him with
a wicked looking curved blade. He blocked the man's strike and dodged to the side, just as another fighter
swung low at his feet with a longsword. Aaron stepped over the blade as it whipped through the air
beneath him and he spun around and brought his knee up into the man's face. He felt something crunch and
he knew that the man's nose had been broken, but that such an injury would only slow the fighter down
temporarily. 
Aaron knew he had to keep moving or the other fighters would close in on him. He glanced over at
Lexi, who had three fighters attacking her, two with long swords and another who used both a dagger and
a sword. They all had longer weapons that kept her at a distance, and she crouched and darted, evading
their swings and slashes. Lexi darted forward and slashed her claws at one of the men and his sword
connected with her arm, but his blade did not cut her but slid off the hard scales that ran from her wrist to her shoulder and she pushed past it, to rake his face. The man screamed and stumbled back, while the
other man with a longsword stabbed at her. 
Lexi spun out of the way but found herself face to face with the other man who slashed at her with
his dagger. She caught the steel with her open hands and dark, red blood spattered from the blade and
landed on the dirt. The man brought up his sword, ready to strike at her, but Lexi darted forward toward
him, past his blade and she leapt atop his chest, knocking him on his back to the ground and she clawed
his eyes as she leapt away, narrowly missing a longsword that swung toward her. The man on the ground
screamed and grasped at his face as blood poured out of his eyes. 
Aaron gritted his teeth and pushed away a memory that flooded into his thoughts when he saw the
girl's hands being cut and he brought his sword up to deflect a blow from the man with the long, black
hair. Aaron's blade slid along the other man's sword and he felt something coming from him, like a low
rumbling that reminded him of the sound when he would get one of his headaches. Thankfully the pain that
usually followed never came, and Aaron was relieved, but when the man's sword erupted in crackling
energy, Aaron jumped back. 
Even though his sword no longer touched the other man's blade, energy like lightning leapt between
them and Aaron felt his arms go numb for a moment. The man with the battleaxe attacked him again and
Aaron was barely able to stumble backwards and avoid the thick, sharp blade. The strength in his arms
returned and Aaron leapt sideways, letting his sword drop behind him then he brought it up in a sweep at
the upper arms of the man with the axe. The sharp edge of his blade cut through the man's leather bracers
and bit into flesh. The man screamed and Aaron did not thing the man would be lifting his axe again any
time soon. 
A ball of fire sailed through the air from the man with long, black hair and Aaron ducked
instinctively, but then he realized it had not been aimed at him. He saw it hit Lexi, who was fighting the
two men with longswords, one of them with claw marks across his face but otherwise uninjured. The
force of the blast knocked Lexi sideways, away from the two men, and Aaron expected that the fire would
have burned her, but a moment later she was back on her hands and feet, and moving toward the two men. 
Aaron felt another rumbling of power, but this time it was coming from the man with the curved sword, 
who attacked him. The man's attacks were so quick that Aaron could barely counter them and he realized
that the man must be using some kind of magic to make his sword move faster than normal. 
Aaron retreated from the man's flurrying blade as another blast of fire flew from the man with the
long hair, who then leapt at him with his sword. The man with the curved sword hung back for a moment. 
Aaron saw the ball of fire flying toward him and he realized there was no way for him to dodge it, but he
instinctively brought up his sword and the flames split and fell around him on either side. His sword
raised, Aaron caught the blade that followed and he saw that the man with the long hair appeared
surprised that his mage fire had been cut in half by Aaron's sword. 
Aaron was surprised as well, but he did not have time to think about it. He caught the man's attack
on his crosspiece and pressed forward, pushing the man away, as the fighter with the curved blade
attacked, darting in again with another blinding series of slashes. Instead of trying to keep up, Aaron fell back and ducked out of the way, crouching low and grabbing a handful of sand from the ground, which he
threw in the man's face. The fighter rubbed at his eyes as the grit of the sand blinded him and Aaron swung at the man's legs, cutting through his flesh just above the knees, a deep gash that should take out of the
fight. The man fell to his knees but Aaron was driven back by another blast of fire from the man with the
long hair. Aaron barely got his sword up in time to cut the mage fire from the air when the longsword of
the man whose nose he had broken whistled through the air in a wide arc directly at him. With no angle to
deflect, Aaron tried to block the man's attack, but the much heavier longsword smashed hard into Aaron's
blade and the impact sent him tumbling to the ground. 
Aaron rolled and hopped back up to his feet to find Lexi had dodged another attack from her two
remaining opponents, and ended up near him, crouched on one knee, in the center of the circle. As the
fighters closed in on them, Aaron glanced over at her and saw that she had deep cuts on her arms and legs
as well as several deep gashes across her back and midsection where her skin was softer and was not
protected by scales. He could hear that the rhythm of her breathing did not sound right and she seemed to
be choking and wheezing. 
"Are you all right?" 
"I can't breathe," she gasped. "I need the water, the magic water." 
Aaron knew she was talking about the potion that the trader had taunted her with. He did not know
much about potions, but it made sense that for people to become slaves to something, they would feel
adverse effects to it when it was denied. Aaron shook his head in anger and sized up the remaining four
fighters. One of them could use mage fire, and three had longswords and the strength to use them
effectively. From their expressions Aaron could tell they did not intend on just winning the match, these
men were there to kill and collect their gold. Lexi doubled over and fell to her knees, then began to retch, gasping for breath, and Aaron knew there was no way out of the match if he did not do something. 
"This is the end for you," yelled the man with the long, black hair as he used his power to create a large fireball on his fingertips, much larger than the ones he had thrown before. The man turned to the
other three fighters. "I will hit them with this, and the prize will be mine. If you do not want to die, you will stand back." 
"Just kill them," snarled the one with claw marks across his face. 
The other men held back as the man with the long hair poured more power into the ball of fire, 
creating an inferno in the air above his outstretched hand. Satisfied that the flame was big enough, the man grinned cruelly at the lizard girl and her would be rescuer then he threw the ball of fire at them. 
The explosion of heat and fire was enormous and the flames completely enveloped Aaron and the
lizard girl, scorching the earth where they stood. The fighters laughed as the flames exploded in a storm of orange and red, and the cheering of the crowd dropped to a low murmur, but when the flames died down
and the smoke was whisked away by the dry desert wind, Aaron and Lexi were still alive, unharmed. 
Inside the blast, Aaron felt his power react almost instinctively, sending energy out to the invisible sphere around him. As the flames raged around him, he realized that he was unharmed and that his power had
saved him, but when he turned to look at the lizard girl beside him, expecting the horror of seeing her
burned by the mage fire, he saw her kneeling among the flames, continuing to choke and gasp at the poison
that had been affecting her, as though the fire did not even exist. 
"You are not burned," Aaron said, as the smoke cleared. 
"No," she the girl coughed. "It is only fire." She was wracked by another spasm of retching and choking and Aaron knew that there was no way Lexi would be able to fight. 
The smoke around them cleared and Aaron saw the four remaining fighters closing in. He knew he
could beat any one of them in single combat, even two of them, but not while trying to protect the girl. 
Against four, Aaron knew they would have little chance unless he used his power. The fighters leered as
they readied their weapons to attack and Aaron frowned. There was no other way. 
The fighter with the long black hair felt it first. He was irritated that his mage fire had not burned
the two, but now he thought he might understand why. A low rumbling filled the arena and he saw the
swordfighter named Antal draw a circle of power in the air, which he expanded out to the edge of the
circle. He reached out with his power to see what kind of magic his opponent intended to use and he
realized why he had not noticed his power. Whatever he was doing, it was blocked by some kind of
barrier, but a moment later, the fighter found out. 
Aaron expanded the sphere that surrounded him and moved closer to the girl, making sure she was
safely inside, then he touched the white, hot energy that he had felt slowly growing inside him from the
time he had left the pirate island. Aaron was not sure how much of it to take and, for a moment, the
memories of fire flashed through his mind. It could not be helped. Aaron seized the power and the air
around him crackled and burned as the temperature rose. The fighters saw their swords begin to glow hot
and the tips began to melt as heat shot through the metal and burned their hands. They barely had time to
drop their swords when the world around them exploded in blazing light. 
The crowd had felt the low rumbling in the arena, even those who did not have any affinity for
magic noticed it, and they felt the air become very still and cool night of the desert became hot as the
noonday sun. All at once, the circle where the lizard and her defender fought the group of seven fighters
erupted in a column of blinding light that shot up into the night sky. The people shielded their eyes and
covered themselves in fear as the air became so hot it became difficult to breathe. Many screamed in
terror, but then, the light disappeared again, leaving only a column of smoke inside the circle. A moment
later a cool gust of wind blew in from the desert and the smoke drifted away, revealing the circle where
only two remained. The other seven fighters were gone, and where they had been, there were only piles of
ash. 
Some of the people began to cheer, while others sat silent in awe. A moment later, pandemonium
broke out among the crowds as people began to argue about the fight, yelling about the bets they had lost, 
while others laughed at having unexpectedly won and wishing they had bet more. The fighters in the other
circles stopped their matches in a moment's unspoken truce, staring as Aaron leaned down and picked up
the naked, blue skinned lizard girl and carried her from the circle. 
"I do not know who you are," Lento said, his eyes smoldering with what looked like anger. "But I know Antal of Ashford is not your true name. Who are you?" 
At least the man was finally being genuine, Aaron thought, even though he could tell that Lento was
clearly angry about what he had done. Aaron did not care. 
"Get the healers," Aaron told him as he carried Lexi toward the entrance to the fighters' quarters, where the traders stood. Lento followed him and signaled for the healers, who brought a pallet, which
Aaron laid her on then he walked over to the traders. 
"The contract," he said to the register, who stood with them. 
"You would cheat us?" the lead trader asked and he turned to the register. "Do not give him the contract. This man has cheated in the fights." 
"What's this?" Aaron could not believe what he was hearing. 
"You have cheated us," the man said then he turned to Lento. "There was nothing in the register about this. We will not honor this arrangement. We will not be cheated." 
"And what about that girl?" Aaron asked. "When you made your contract with her, was it before you gave her those potions or after?" 
"What is this?" Lento asked. 
"She said she does not work for these men, that she is their prisoner," Aaron told him, hoping that there might be some rules against such a thing. 
"That is a serious accusation," Lento said. "Contracts are not to be entered lightly." 
"These men accuse me of cheating. Is that not also a serious accusation?" 
"It is nonsense," Lento said. "There is no cheating in the circles because anything is permitted. We do not have false fights in the circles. In battle, there are no rules." 
"Give me the contract and the potions you have been feeding the girl," Aaron said. "Or we can have a real battle, if that's what you would prefer." 
"It is better to admit your loss," Lento told the traders. "If the contract was not entered freely, then is it a contract you wish to keep?" 
The traders stared at him in silence then the man who was their leader reached into his robes and
pulled out the bottle of blue liquid and handed it to Aaron. 
"Is that all you have?" he asked. 
"That is what you wagered, the bottle of potion, nothing more, nothing less." The trader turned to the register. "Give him the contract." 
The register pulled a piece of parchment from his robe and handed it to Aaron. Aaron glanced at the
writing on the document and without even thinking about it, flames burst from his fingertips, turning the
contract to ash that drifted to the dirt floor of the arena. 
"This is what you have done with your prize?" the trader scoffed. "What a waste that is." 
"What do you care?" Aaron asked. "You wanted her killed anyway." 
The traders shook their heads and muttered in disgust then they turned and walked away into the
passage to the fighters' quarters. A few of them glanced back at Aaron as they left and Lento turned to look at the young fighter from the north, who had just used a power that had not been seen in the circles for
some time. 
"You have made enemies of the traders," Lento told him. "It is good that you use a false name. If you are lucky, they will decide you are not worth the trouble, but I doubt they will forget you, Antal of
Ashford. Here is your gold, returned to you as agreed." 
Lento handed Aaron the purse of coins then turned and started to walk away. 
"Lento, wait. Do you know what this potion is?" Aaron asked, holding up the vial of blue liquid. 
Lento stopped and turned, looking at the vial. 
"It is one of many potions. Only the traders know what magic is contained in these vials and they do
not easily share their secrets." 
"Will the healers know how to fix things?" 
"You must talk to the healers," Lento told him, shortly. "I must continue the fights." 
"Thank you for your help, Lento," Aaron said and the man smiled at him. 
"Of course. I am always here for the champions of the circles." 
Lento walked back out to the circles and Aaron heard the fights resume a few moments later as he
followed the healers into the passageway underneath the stands. He handed the vial of blue liquid to one
of the healers. 
"The traders were making her drink this," Aaron said. The healer, a woman, looked at the blue
bottle then removed the stopper and sniffed at it through the cloth wrappings that covered her face. 
"This is very powerful medicine," she said. "It will be difficult for her." 
"Will she recover?" Aaron asked. 
"I do not know. I have never seen a creature such as this. I do not know how this potion affects her
or what will be the consequences but we will try to wean her off. Do you have more of this potion?" 
"That is all I have," Aaron told her. 
She looked at the vial. "It will have to be enough." She tucked the vial into her robes and Aaron followed her and the other healers as they conducted the lizard girl down through the passage and away
from the din of the arena. 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Cerric lay naked atop the silken sheets and ran his finger down the hard scales on the arm of his
queen, who rested her head on his chest. His hand slid from her arm and over one of her breasts, feeling
the scaled skin shift to soft, smooth skin the closer he moved to the plump, engorged nipple at its tip. 
Calexis enjoyed his powerful touch and she felt the warm flush of arousal deep in side her as he caressed
her skin, making the warm place between her thighs drip wetter than they already were from their last
bout of lovemaking. Her eyes still closed, she was just about to slide her hand down from his chest to see
if he was ready to take her again, when she felt his body twitch and he suddenly sat up, almost tossing her aside. 
"What is it, my love?" Calexis asked, looking at him as he rose from the bed. She could see that he was aroused but he ignored her as he walked over to the flap of their private pavilion. "Is something
wrong?" 
"I wondered what had become of him," Cerric mused aloud. "Such power." 
"Who?" 
"There are many powers in the world, Calexis," he said, turning to look at her. "They try to hide from me, to evade my sight, to deny my rule, but they cannot hide forever. Their power betrays them and I
will find them and take what is mine, and mine alone." 
"You speak of the rogue mages?" Calexis said. "I understand that there are but a handful left who have not submitted to your authority." 
"Mages, yes, and others whose power shall be mine," Cerric said as he walked over to the bed and
began to retrieve his clothes and dress himself. Calexis saw that his arousal had passed and it was clear
that he was now intent on other things. 
"What other power is there if not that of the mages? And the gods, of course." 
"Power comes in many forms, Calexis," Cerric said, staring down at her voluptuous, naked body, 
with the hints of reptilian flesh running along parts of her otherwise flawless skin. "You, of all people, should know this." 
"Tell me, husband," she said, getting up and crawling toward him and sliding her fingers into the beltline of his trousers. "Tell me more of these many forms of power." 
"Another time, perhaps," he said. "It is time to resume the battle. I have wasted enough time on Kandara." 
Cerric pulled away and Calexis' hand slipped from his belt and she let it fall back to the cushions
where, she leaned on her elbows and knees, and watched him leave. Calexis wished Cerric was behind
her, giving her pleasure the way he had only a short while ago and she rolled over in the sheets, frustrated that he would leave her so abruptly and irritated that he shared so little of his plans with her, his queen. 
She rolled under the sheets and smelled the scent of their passion, and she slid a hand between her wet
thighs pleasuring herself, intoxicated by the lingering feeling of Cerric's power and frustrated that such
power was not yet hers. 


*****
The night was dark and a chill was in the air but the blankets in the bed were warm and Ariana
enjoyed the feeling of heavy blankets, soft bedding and fine fabric against her skin. She had taken a short but long overdue bath, and given the opportunity to rest, her body had let her know just how tired she was. 
Yet, no matter how comfortable the bed was and despite how exhausted she was, Ariana could not sleep. 
She lay awake, staring at the lines of stone in the high, vaulted ceilings of the palace guest chamber she
had been given. She listened to the sounds of the breeze blowing through the open window and the
occasional sounds of soldiers patrolling the city, making sure that everything remained secure. 
A loud, thundering crash shook the palace and Ariana bolted upright in bed. She scrambled out of
the heavy blankes and ran across the cool, stone floor to the window and she saw blasts of mage fire
streaking over the walls and crashing into the tall buildings of the city. There was a knock at her door and, a moment later, Keira entered. 
"Cerric has gone against his word," she said. "The attack has resumed." 
"His word means nothing," Ariana muttered. 
Keira picked up Ariana's leather armor and helped her put it on, then the two of them made their
way down through the palace and out into the city. As they passed the gardens, where Kandaran soldiers
had been helping organize food and temporary shelter, they saw a commotion occurring between the
soldiers and the people. It appeared that the people were pushing against a line of soldiers who were
holding them back from exiting the thicket, which the Elves had opened on the side of the palace. 
"Let us go!" someone yelled. 
"Give Cerric what he wants!" 
"Tell the King to surrender!" 
Ariana could not believe what she was hearing. After all the people who had already died
defending them, and the thousands more who were ready to risk their lives to keep them safe, the people
of the city were willing to just give up and open the gates to Cerric. Outraged, Ariana stormed toward the
area where the people were trying to push past the soldiers. 
"What is the meaning of this?" she asked. 
"He's going to kill us all," someone yelled from the back of the crowd. 
"Let them have the city!" another person said. "They'll only kill us if we resist." 
"They killed Duke Boric. They want the nobles. Let them have them, I say," said another. 
The people at the front of the group, who were pushing against the soldiers, began to shout and
agreed with the things that were being said, but Ariana noticed that she could not see any of the people
who had spoken before. She reached for her power and, after a moment of reservation, she used her sight
to search the minds of the people, to see if that was what they really believed. Most of their thoughts were chaotic and fearful, with images of the dead soldiers and worries of their homes and family members, but
Ariana noticed several, whose minds were calm, as though they were not concerned at all. When she
touched their minds, she saw only the palace and the city of Kandara, as though in a painting. It made no
sense. Why would anyone simply think about the city while everyone else was worried about their lives, 
unless they were holding that thought on purpose, which would mean they were trying to make sure that
their thoughts could not be read. Ariana walked over to the side of the thicket and touched the branches, 
then she called the trees and let her power flow through them, giving them speed and strength. 
Inside the garden there were several screams and people began shouting. Ariana willed the
branches and vines forward, toward her and three people were thrust out over the crowd below, held by
the branches, with vines twisted tightly around their limbs and necks. A vine followed Ariana, keeping
her connected to the tangled of trees as she walked out in front of the people and he soldiers and looked
up at the three; two men and a woman, all dressed in plain clothes, looking no different than any
Kandaran, except she could now see them gathering their power. She tightened the vines around their
necks. 
"If you reach for your power, I will kill you this instant!" Ariana yelled. 
"What have we done?" one of the people on the ground asked, fearfully. 
"Those three," she pointed. "Who are you?" 
"Who are we?" one of them asked. "We are nothing but shadows." 
"You are mages," Ariana said. "You are members of the priesthood, in league with my uncle." 
"We follow the one god," said one of the men. 
"We follow Kroma," the woman added. 
"Kroma? What's that nonsense you're talking?" a voice rasped from behind Ariana. She turned and
saw the old king, Eric staring up at the three mages. "I know the power of Kroma and it is surely in the air, but his little brother Kenra's mixed up in this. I can smell the death magic upon you." 
"The power of Kandara," the woman said. "Give it to us and you shall go free." 
"No," Eric said. "How is that for an answer? You don't just show up at my castle and demand the power of Kandara. I don't care how powerful you think you are." 
"You arrogant old fool," one of the men said, his voice now distinctively resembling Cerric's. "Do you think you can resist the power of a god?" 
"Cerric, no matter how powerful you think you are, you are still a nastly little coward, like you have always been," Eric said. 
"You would be wise to mind your tongue, old man," Cerric told him. 
"You would be wise to leave this land, now." Eric told him. "I should have killed you all those years ago in Maramyr. Perhaps it's time I caught up on a few things." 
The mages hanging in the vines all began to laugh, all of them with Cerric's voice and Ariana felt
anger burning deep inside her. She tightened the vines around the throats of the three mages, but they just continued laughing. 
"I have heard enough," Eric said, his voice growing deeper and louder. 
Ariana and the soldiers and people were surprised when the king began to grow in size. His robes
began to tear as his body expanded, and the people realized that the old king was not just becoming taller
but larger. His robes fell away as he reached out with a hand that was several times the size it had been a few moments ago and wrapped it around the head of one of the mages. Like plucking a grape from a vine, 
Eric tore the man's head off his shoulders and the people below screamed as blood spilled from the body
that was suspended above them and other two mages seemed to revert to their own voices screaming as
Eric tossed their companion's head aside and reached for the other man. 
Eric continued growing, even larger than his brother, Boric was when he was transformed into his
monstrous shape, and he grabbed the mage from the vines and pulled him free, holding the man up like a
child's doll. Free of the threat of the choking vines and in an act of desperation, the mage tried to use his power. Ariana saw flames begin to form on the man's fingertips, but Eric laughed and squeezed the mage's
body in his hand, crushing the life out of him. He tossed the mangled body and it thudded against a nearby
building, falling to the street below. Eric continued to grow and he now towered over the trees of the
gardens and Ariana notices his features finally start to shift, beginning to look similar to the way Boric
transformed. While the people and soldiers were shocked at Eric's size and the changes in his features, 
Ariana was less affected, for she had already seen the truth of what he was when he had touched her
power. Even with that knowledge, she was still in awe of how enormous he had become and how his
body was now changing its shape into something far more deadly than what the Duke had been. 
"I detest killing women," Eric growled, his voice booming loudly and the teeth in his mouth now
become fangs. He grabbed the woman from the vines with a hand that had grown sharp curved claws and
yanked her free as scales began to appear along his arms and spread over the rest of his body. He sniffed
at her for a moment then he snorted in disgust. "Woman or not, you are a willing servant of the shadows, and there is no mercy for you." 
Ariana heard the mage's bones break as Eric crushed the woman in his clawed hand. He held her up
and saw that she was dead then he threw her body over the city walls, and toward the army that had begun
approaching the city once again. As the old king looked down at the people, they felt like little more than rodents at his feet and were afraid when they saw his reptilian eyes staring at them. 
"You do a disservice to these soldiers and those who defended you to let these whispers spread
among you so easily," Eric said, his voice deep and thunderous. "The shadows use your fear against you, making you weaker." 
"King Eric," said a woman in the crowd. "Please do not hurt us. We meant no harm." 
"You think I would harm the people of this land? Fools, the lot of you, but you are fools I am
oathbound to defend." 
Ariana saw Borrican running toward the gardens from the direction of the city walls. 
"Father!" he yelled. 
"Borrican," Eric smiled, his mouth now full of long fangs and his face growing longer and more
pointed as the scales on his body hardened and took on an armored sheen. Sharp horns pushed from his
skull and lengthened into curved spears that swept back from his giant, reptilian brow. Smoke blew in
great gusts from his nostrils as Eric looked upon his son. "You and your brother must defend the people. 
You are the pride of Akandar and it is upon your honor to keep the oath we have sworn since the dawn of
the age." 
Eric's neck grew longer, his lower body and legs grew thicker, and large, leathery wings unfolded
from his back and spread out, catching the night air like giant sails. As his height grew to tower high over the buildings of the city, mage fire and blasts of crackling energy smashed against him with little effect. 
His transformation complete, he let loose a thunderous and deafening roar. Powerful muscles bunched
under thick scales and the ground shook as Eric Akandar leapt into the air, his true and fearsome form a
terror in the night sky, the Dragon of Kandara. 
"I did not imagine they could be so powerful," Keira said as the dragon's great wings pushed itself into the sky, sending gusts of wind down upon the people below. Eric let out another roar as he turned and
flew over the city toward the gates. 
Ariana looked to the people, who were frozen in terror and wonderment at what they had just seen. 
"That is your king, your sworn protector," she told them. "The people of Kandara have powerful lords, and many allies." 
Ariana turned and walked away toward where Borrican stood, watching his father fly past the city
wall toward Cerric's army. She touched his arm and he turned and looked at her with flickers of flame
glowing in his eyes and she could tell that he was only partially aware of her, his mind overcome with
primal feelings, things she now understood, thanks to the knowledge Eric had given her. 
"Borrican," she said, quietly. "Come, we must defend the city." 
Borrican blinked and looked at her with his usual expression of consternation, though the humor
was distinctively lacking in his eyes. 
"Yes, of course," he said. 


*****
Eric flew out past the walls of the city and was appalled at the thousands of enemy soldiers that
covered the land. He could not believe that he had allowed himself to fall so complacent that such an
army had invaded his kingdom and was now on the doorstep of the great city of Kandara. He cursed his
failure and his self indulgent grief that he had not been better able to prepare his sons for their
responsibilities and when he saw the headless corpse of his brother hanging, lifeless from the diagonal
cross outside the city, he cursed Cerric for daring to dishonor him so. Eric looked down upon the
thousands of soldiers and with his dragon's sight he could see that most of them were lifeless corpses, 
animated only by magic, a dark spell that had long been forgotten by the world. He decided it would be a
mercy to kill them and he sucked in a great rush of air then swooped down and spit great blasts of fire
upon them. 


*****
Standing outside his command pavilion, Cerric watched as the dragon ravaged through the ranks of
his soldiers. Calexis had emerged a short while after he had left her and joined him with her usual glass
of wine, which she had drained immediately upon seeing the giant creature flying out from the Kandaran
city. The generals, Mirdel and Berant were awakened by the resumed explosions of the mage fire and
came tripping out of their tents a few short moments after the dragon's scream. Draxis ordered his Darga
warriors to stay clear of the creature and made his way to the command pavilion to see what Cerric
wanted to do. The mage, Henton, stood nearby and Cerric motioned for him to approach. 
"Henton, have the remaining mages infuse energy into the long, metal spears that Draxis made" 
Cerric told him the he turned to the half-Darga. 
"What are your orders, King Cerric?" Draxis asked. 
"You did well, fighting Duke Boric," he said. "Do you think you can do the same against that creature?" 
"If it bleeds, I will cut it," Draxis said. 
"Good. But first, I want you to take a long look at that creature, the Dragon of Kandara. That is the
meaning of Akandar, the name of the royal house. Their power, the power of the dragon, is the power that
was taken from the Darga. At one time, the Darga were one in the same, they were dragons. The blood of
the dragon flows in your veins and in the veins of every Darga, but the secrets of the dragons were stolen
from you, ripped from the very essence of the Darga and they were cast out, banished from this land. That
is the power you seek, and it is a power I will share with you once we have captured the pride of
Kandara. Kill the king and bring me the sons, and you and your Darga will be made powerful again." 
"Yes, King Cerric," Draxis said then he turned and, accompanied by Henton and several of the
black robed mages, he headed back to the ranks of Darga to prepare the attack. 
"Is that creature truly the King of Kandara?" Calexis asked. 
"Such creatures have long ruled this land. Dragons once numbered in the thousands, but they left this
land long ago. A few chose to remain, making themselves rulers over the weak creatures that now
populate Kandara, living as kings while the people remained unaware of their secret." 
"But what of the Darga?" Calexis asked. 
"Darga is a word in the dragon tongue for infant, though the Darga know it not, for their knowledge
of their own language was taken from them when they were stripped of their power." 
"Why would the dragons cast out their own?" 
"Dragons are violent creatures, and constantly at war with one another," Cerric told her. "The Darga were members of a dragon clan that was defeated by another, and the price for their loss was the
humiliation of being reduced to what, in the eyes of the dragons, are like infants. They were banished from their homeland and migrated east, many of them settling in the Xallan swamps." 
"So, there is a way their power may be returned to them," Calexis said. 
"Yes. That power resides within that creature," Cerric said, pointing at the dragon that was now
incinerating hundreds of soldiers at a time. "I do hope that Draxis and the mages attack that monster soon. 
This really is an awful waste of soldiers." 


*****
Borrican and Ariana climbed the steps to the wall atop the city gates and they saw the old king Eric, 
the dragon of Kandara, laying waste to the enemy soldiers. They found Elric and Nathas watching, 
speechless at the carnage. 
"I know they are already dead," Nathas said, "but I can't help but feel responsible for so many of those soldiers. I had no idea that King Eric had such power. I believed the dragons to be myths." 
"They are not myths," Elric told him. "It is the curse of our family, that some of us are born with this terrible and uncontrollable rage, and once the madness takes hold, this is the result." 
"King Eric did not seem mad to me," Ariana said, interrupting Borrican's brother. "He is angry at what Cerric has done to Kandara, but he spoke clearly and with purpose." 
"He has his moments of clarity," Elric said, "but our father has been mad for many years, ever since the death of the queen." 
"Father has not been mad," Borrican said. "He has been overwhelmed with grief, that is all." 
"For six years, Borrican?" Elric shook his head. "You have spent much time away, brother. You did not see his fits, nor were you subject to his crazed behavior. He was often very cruel." 
"Perhaps," Borrican said, "but he defends Kandara just the same, keeping to the oath." 
"You believed that old story?" Elric scoffed. "I have heard so many crazed stories from that old man, I no longer know what to believe. And look at him now, taken by rage, turned into a monster." 
"What about your uncle?" Nathas asked. 
"Uncle Boric was afflicted the same way," Elric said, "but he could control it. That is why he never fully changed. He gained some of the power, but he kept his mind clear. I just hope father does not forget
who he is or he may attack the very city he wishes to defend." 
Ariana could not believe what she was hearing. 
"King Eric would do no such thing," she said. "He is loyal to the land and the people of Kandara. 
He is the king." 
"I am the king," Elric said, his voice sharpening in irritation. "I was crowned by my own brother when our father could no longer be bothered to take an interest in the affairs of the country. It falls to me to decide what is best and, while I am pleased that father is damaging Cerric's armies, I am concerned
what else he might do." 
Ariana looked to Borrican and she could tell he was angered by his brother's words, but he said
nothing. She no longer knew what to think. King Eric had shared something with her, a secret that neither
of his sons yet knew, though now that they saw him in his true form, they perhaps had a better idea. And
yet, it seemed as though Elric, who was the new king of Kandara, did not want to have anything to do with
the power of the dragon that was part of the Akandra line. She was not so sure about Borrican, for he had
been unusually tight lipped compared to what he had been like when she knew him at Maramyr, but she
assumed his distance and quiet seriousness was due to the situation at hand. Ariana wondered if the fact
of the matter might be that both boys were afraid of the power they had inherited and the things that their father had shared with her made her think that it was a real possibility. 
Borrican turned and walked away, burning with rage at the things his brother had said, but at the
same time he knew much of it was true. Their father had become mad over these past years, his behavior
erratic and often angry, though Elric had taken the brunt of the old king's rage. Borrican knew that the
blood of the dragon flowed in his veins, like his uncle and like his father, and it was always there, just
beneath the surface, like a wild animal, laying in wait, looking for weakness. Ever since he could
remember, Borrican had been afraid of the fire that burned in him, waking from nightmares as a child, 
dreaming of monsters, all the while knowing that the monster lived within him. 
Things had been easier before their mother had died. She always had a way of soothing him and his
brother, calming their fears, while their father often did the opposite, his very presence setting them on
edge. Borrican made his way down from the wall and back up into the city, toward the palace, looking for
somewhere he could go where he would not have to see his father or think about the wild stories he had
told him and his brother about the land being full of dragons. One such creature was more than enough for
all of Kandara, and as much as Borrican hoped that Eric would destroy Cerric's army and drive the
corrupt king from the land, he just wanted to put as much distance between him and the dragon as
possible. 
Ariana left Elric and Nathas atop the walls, where they were now discussing the next plan of attack
and how the troops outside the walls might be used to rout the remainder of Cerric's soldiers once Eric
did his worst. She followed Borrican through the empty streets, past the darkened windows of shops and
homes, around the thickets of weeds and trees that clotted the streets, absent the bodies of the dead
Maramyrians that the soldiers of Kandara had likely cleared, though the stains of blood from countless
beheadings remained. Ariana followed him past the outer edge of the city gardens, and along another route
to the palace, avoiding the place where so many of the people were gathered, under the protection of the
Kandaran soldiers and her own Queen's Guard, who kept watch should Cerric's mages find a way to drop
more mage fire near the canopy of trees they had created. 
Borrican made his way along the wall of the outer courtyards and past the guards through the palace
gate. Ariana wanted to catch up to him, to say something, but she could not think of any words that might
help him, so she followed him, at a distance. The guards already knew her and they let her through and she
trailed behind Borrican as he entered the palace and walked through the foyer and into the throne room. 
Ariana caught the heavy, wooden door just before it closed and she pulled it open and entered the room
but Borrican was nowhere to be seen. She stopped and listened, hearing the distant sound of Eric's
thunderous roars out side the city and, somewhere nearby, the low sound of heavy fabric flapping in the
breeze. Ariana used her power and used her sight to search the room for anything that might give her a
clue where Borrican had gone. She saw something behind a large tapestry on the far wall behind the
king's throne. A portal had been left open and a breeze billowed behind the heavy fabric, which she
pulled away from the wall and entered the passageway behind it. 
The stone of the palace was a dark, charcoal grey, and the sconces on the walls were not lit, so it
should have been too dark to see, but it seemed as though the dark stone gave off a kind of dull light and
Ariana was able to navigate her way down a long staircase that led to a giant underground cavern. The
wind was stronger here, howling in low tones through the expansive cave but Ariana heard footsteps
further ahead in the darkness and she could see Borrican walking from the foot of the stairs across a wide
floor below. 
He stopped in the center of the cavern and sat down, crosslegged on the ground, then he covered his
ears. Ariana stood on the stone staircase for a moment, not sure if she should approach the prince. Maybe
he wanted to be alone, she realized. That might be why he had come down here to this place, which she
recognized from the visions the old king had given her. Ariana decided since she was already here, she
might as well continue and she made her way toward Borrican, who took little notice of her approach. 
She was only a few steps away from him when he took his hands away from his ears. 
"It does no good," he said. "I block my ears and I can still hear him. I can hear his thoughts. I thought this place might be far enough away that I wouldn't hear him anymore, but it isn't." 
"What are his thoughts, Borrican?" Ariana asked. 
"He is angry, hurt, prideful, enraged, vengeful, ashamed," he told her. "All of these things, all at once, with so much power behind every thought. It's like he's standing right next to me, screaming at me." 
"Why do you hide from it?" Ariana asked, taking a few steps closer to him. 
"How would you feel if someone was screaming in your ear? 
"Why would someone need to scream if they were so close?" Ariana sat down on the dirt floor in
front of him. 
"I don't know," he said, bowing his head and holding his ears again. Now that Ariana was closer, 
she could see that he was sweating and shaking. "He has always been like that. Not out loud, but
something about him has always felt like he is screaming. Now that he has turned into that monster, it's
worse. I didn't think it could be worse." 
"Borrican," Ariana said. "Have you ever tried listening to him?" 
"What?" Borrican looked up at her and she saw flames flickering in his eyes. 
Ariana reached out and touched one of his arms, gently pulling his hand away from his ear. 
"Listen to him," she said. "He is yelling because you won't hear him." 
"I don't want to hear him," Borrican said, shrugging her hand away and putting his hand back over his ears. "My brother is right, he's terrible." 
"No," Ariana said, touching his arm again. "He is trying to make you hear him. Just listen. What harm can it do?" 
Borrican looked at her with the expression one might see on the face of a child who had wandered
away from its parent and had just discovered them missing. 
"Just listen," Ariana said. 
Borrican stared at her in the darkness and slowly took his hands away from his ears and let them
fall to his lap. She could see him gritting his teeth and she gently took his hand and held it. Borrican
seemed to calm from her touch, and Ariana knew it had something to do with the knowledge his father had
given her. 
"He is so angry," Borrican said, "and lonely. He is very alone. I don't want to be alone like him. 
Who would want to be with a monster like that?" 
"Your mother did," Ariana told him. 
"She is dead," Borrican said. 
"And before that, she was alive and she loved your father. She gave him two sons and she raised
both of you for many years. Was she ever afraid of him?" 
Borrican thought about it for a moment. "No, she wasn't." 
"And she knew, didn't she?" 
"Yes, she must have. She knew." 
"And yet she loved him." 
"She did," Borrican said and he remembered his parents together, that they always seemed happy. 
"And he loved her," Ariana said, "and he still does, even though she is gone." 
"He is very alone," Borrican said. 
"He has no one to talk to," she told him. "Listen to him." 
Borrican sat silently and she felt him relax and his breathing calm. Ariana felt his skin grow warm
under her hand but she continued holding his hand even though his eyes had begun to flicker with deep
flames and his entire body radiated heat. Eric told her the fire would not touch her, she reminded herself, so long as harm was not intended. She trusted the visions Eric had given her and she trusted Borrican, he
would never mean to do her harm. 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Eric soared over the droves of dead soldiers, satisfied that he had incinerated enough of them that
their numbers could not overrun the city walls so easily and he was about to go looking for Cerric when
he felt something sharp pierce his leg and a jolt of energy coursed through the muscle where it had hit. He adjusted his wings and turned, then felt himself being pulled by whatever had hit him. Eric looked down
and saw a metal spike sticking out of a thin part of his skin, on the inner part of his leg and it was attached to a long chain that was anchored to the ground. Whatever energy it had was now spent and it had barely
affected him, but it was irritating to be anchored to the ground. He reached down with a clawed hand and
tried to pull the spike out of him but it would not budge and the pull from the chain was making it difficult to stay in the air. He beat his wings and felt the chain begin to groan and finally he pulled free and lifted higher into the air again, but his leg still felt heavy. 
Eric looked down and saw a large chunk of rock the size of a house swinging from the end of the
chain that was attached to his leg. He reached down and picked up the rock then, with his other hand he
crushed the chain between his sharp claws, breaking it close to the spike. He threw the boulder toward
the area that looked like the sort of place where Cerric and his commanders might be and he started to fly
in that direction when another spike pierced him on the inside of his forearm. Like the other one, the spike would not pull out, so he snipped the chain and pulled free of it, then circled around looking for who was
shooting at him. In the smoke from the fires, amid the burning bodies of dead soldiers, Eric saw them. The
lizard men were scattered among the regular soldiers and several of them were holding what looked like
oversized crossbows. 
Eric breathed a blast of acid fire at them and the Darga scattered, quickly dodging out of the way. 
Foolish creatures, he thought, believing they could fight an Akandar. His sharp eyes picked them out
easily and he dropped from the sky, landing heavily on top of several of them, crushing them underfoot
and swinging his armored and spiked tail, knocking them into the air. Two more spikes flew at him. One
glanced harmlessly off his armored scales and Eric caught one mid-air and sent it flying back at the Darga
who had fired it. The spike smashed through the giant bow and impaled the Darga who stood behind it. 
Draxis was irritated that the spikes he had made were having little effect on the giant creature and, 
now that he saw it up close, he knew just how fearsome the dragon really was. He had been caught by a
splash of one of Eric's blasts of acid fire and his left shoulder screamed in pain from the burn. Draxis
ignored the discomfort in his shoulder and focused on the task at hand. This monster had the power that
Draxis dreamed of possessing and Cerric knew how to take it. All he had to do was capture it. He
signaled his Darga to open fire and two dozen metal spikes were released at once, speeding toward the
dragon. 
With his keen dragon sight, Eric saw the metal spikes flying toward him from all directions and he
realized that he had sprung a trap. He spun around, swinging his tail around to knock more of the Darga
away, while putting his heavily armored outer scales in the path of as many of the spikes as possible. 
Most of them fell away but five of them stuck, all of them releasing more energy in to him. A single spike
was a mere irritation, but five at once proved exceptionally painful and Eric roared as the parts of his
body that were hit spasmed as the energy coursed into his flesh. This time they did not stop and Eric
realized that there were mages at the other ends of the chains attached to the spikes. He sprayed acid fire and three of them were engulfed in flames. 
The pain subsided and he was able to move a little more freely, though the chains still held him in
place. He snapped one of them with his claws then he lunged toward a small group of Darga, working
with one of the two remaining mages, baring his rows of sharp teeth at them. The mage died in an
explosion of sparks as Eric's teeth cut the man's body in half and several of the Darga narrowly missed
being chewed by the dragon. He snapped the chain and felt himself being pulled toward the ground as the
other three chains that were lodged in his neck, the front of his shoulder and his right arm were pulled
tight by groups of Darga. 
Draxis ran forward with the giant axe he had taken from Boric and leapt high into the air over the
dragon's head as his Darga warriors dragged the creature lower to the ground. He smashed the axe down
hard, but instead of connecting with the dragon's skull, Draxis was hit hard from the side and thrown to the ground by one of Eric's thick, curved horns. He pushed himself to his feet and ran toward the dragon, 
swinging the giant axe at its forearm, which was reaching toward the Darga who were pulling on one of
the chains. The axe cut through a thick scale and bit into flesh and the dragon roared and swatted at him, 
but Draxis yanked the axe free and jumped out of the way. He ran back along beside the dragon and swung
the axe underneath it, aiming for its less heavily armored belly and the axe cut a deep gash in the creature. 
Eric roared again as the axe bit him and he reached forward and crushed the Darga who were
holding the chain attached to his right arm. He swatted at the strange half-Darga who had the audacity to
use his brother's axe, but the creature was quick and he dodged away, leaping over Eric's back and
attacking his left let. Eric managed to shift his knee around just enough that the axe came down on a
heavily armored patch. It glanced off and Eric saw the half-Darga take a step back. Eric reached over and
clawed at the chain that was in his left shoulder, cutting it in two, then he pulled the spike that was in the softer skin of his neck and ripped it out, causing acid blood to rain down on the Darga and soldiers who
were unlucky enough to be below him. 
Draxis knew he was out of time when he saw the last chain cut and saw the dragon rising up from
the ground. He darted in toward the creature's stomach, swinging the giant axe but he felt himself being
snatched right out of the air by a giant, clawed hand. The pressure of the dragon's claws felt like it would crush him, but Draxis felt himself being carried up into the air instead. 
"You are the half-Darga, Calexis' whelp?" Eric growled as they soared through the air. 
"I am Prince Draxis of Xalla, leader of the Darga tribes," Draxis told him, defiantly. 
"Not for much longer," Eric told him. "You dare to use my brother's axe?" 
"It is my right as the victor," Draxis sneered. 
"You don't look victorious to me," Eric growled. "Let us see how Cerric and your mother, the Xallan Queen feel about who is the victor." 
Eric flew toward the command tent, where he saw Cerric standing, calmly staring at him, with
Calexis nervously stepping behind him as the dragon approached. Soldiers scattered in all directions as
he landed before them. 
"Cerric, you dare to break the peace with Kandara and you send this whelp to kill my brother," the dragon thundered as he held Draxis out for them to see. "You will pay for these crimes. Now order your soldiers to leave this land, or I will crush the life out of your wife's ill gotten whelp." 
"I see you have failed in your duty, Draxis and I have little use for failure," Cerric said, looking at the half-Darga clutched tightly in the dragon's grasp. He looked up at the dragon and smiled."Go ahead, Akandar. Kill him." 
"Cerric, please," Calexis said, behind him. He glanced over his shoulder at her. 
"He killed the Duke. Do you expect this monster would let him live after committing such an act?" 
Cerric spoke calmly but made sure his voice was loud enough for the dragon to hear him. He shrugged
then turned back to the dragon. "Eric Akandar, surrender your power to me, and I will let the people of Kandara live. At the request of my lovely queen, release Draxis and I will forbid the Darga from having
their way with the people in the city of Kandara. Kneel before me and I will let your people live." 
"You are a fool, Cerric," the dragon laughed. "Akandar kneel to no man." 
"You will kneel before a god," Cerric told him. 
Eric snorted and his deep laughter filled the air with great puffs of smoke. He sniffed at the man
who stood before him, then blew a gust of wind and smoke. 
"I can smell the power on you, Cerric. It is no doubt some trick you have played with these mages
of yours, but even if you truly possessed the power of a god, I would no more kneel to you than I would to
the cowardly man who could do no better than to envy his brother. If you were a god, you would know I
will never kneel. Dragons do not kneel." 
"You are correct, Akandar," Cerric said. "I never expected you to kneel before me." 
"Then why would you make such foolish demands?" 
"Curiosity," Cerric said. "I wished to know if the dragons had changed over these many years. It seems you are as arrogant as ever." 
"You are one to talk of arrogance. Enough talk. I will roast you and your Xallan whore to ash and
be done with you." 
Eric drew in a deep breath and unleashed a river of fire directly upon them. Flames spilled out
upon the ground as the dragon's acid fire spread out over the camp, incinerating everything in its path, but amid the flames, Cerric and the Xallan queen remained unharmed. Eric stared at the usurper king of
Maramyr and he realized that the power he had smelled upon the man was no trick. Somehow Cerric had
become powerful enough to survive even the raging fire of a dragon. 
Calexis shuddered as the flames raged around her, but she felt little heat from it, only the warmth
one might find sitting near a hearth. It was as though she and Cerric were cocooned in a blanket of cool, 
dry air. Her hand rested on the back of his shoulder as the flames roared around them and she felt
something. It was as though he was growing larger in size, and her hand suddenly felt small and slid
further down his back as the fabric of his shirt become coarse as even the threads from which it was made
grew thick as ropes. She stepped back from him as the dragon fire turned to normal flames and smoke. 
The cool, air that had protected them dissipated and now Calexis felt the heat of the fire, though she knew it would not burn her, thanks to the changes that had come from birthing her Darga children. Cerric
continued to grow in size and she looked past him and saw her son, Draxis, still held, helpless in the
dragon's claws, but she knew there was little she could do for him. She used what little power she had to
create a protective barrier around herself and she stepped away from her husband and the dragon, 
knowing their battle was about to begin. 
Cerric leapt at the dragon with blinding speed and smashed his fist into the side of the creature's
head. Eric roared in surprise and stumbled backwards, recoiling his neck away from another fast strike
that narrowly missed his jaw. Cerric continued to grow and stood almost as tall as the dragon as he
stepped forward and swung a fist at the creature's chest. Shocked at the power of Cerric's strike, Eric
barely noticed when his claws reflexively opened and the half-Darga was thrown from his grasp. In
furious rage, Eric snapped at the giant king but Cerric jumped back, just beyond the powerful jaws and the
giant dragon teeth. He felt the dragon take in more air, and he laughed. 
"Flames as weak as those will not touch me, Akandar," he said then he leapt forward and grabbed
the dragon by the horns as Eric unleashed another blast of liquid fire, this one even hotte than the last. 
Cerric felt the heat, but it was only flame and it washed over him, barely even singing the clothes on
his back. This dragon king was as arrogant as his ancient brethren, but his power was pathetically weak in
comparison. Cerric held tight to the dragon's horns and twisted in a hard, sharp motion, rolling the
creature over onto its side. He put out his knee and smashed the dragon's neck against it and he felt the
crunch of bones breaking. 
Eric gasped as he felt his neck break. How Cerric could be so powerful was beyond
comprehension, unless what the usurper king had said was true and somehow he had gained the power of
a god. Even so, it did not explain how he could have beaten him so easily. Dragons had fought with gods
many times in the last age, and though the gods were powerful, the dragons bested many of them. Cerric
let go of his horns and Eric fell to the ground, unable to move, and he realized that perhaps it was he who was not strong enough. Breathing was becoming difficult and Eric could feel the fire within him beginning
to cool. As the god-king stepped away from him, he reached out one last time to his sons and, for the first time, he heard it. 

"Borrican?" 

"Father?" 

"Son." Eric smiled. 

"What is happening, father?" 

"I am dying, my boy. I have fought Cerric and he has won." 

"How? How could a man such as him defeat a..." 

"A monster?" 

"That is not what I meant." 

"It is what you meant, Borrican. Your thoughts are not so tidy as little words, but it is no matter. 

I am dying, and I do not have long. I am glad we can finally speak to each other, son, though it

saddens me that we have so little time. There is much that I would share with you, but there are other

things that are more urgent." 

"Yes, father." 

"Cerric claims to have become a god, and that may be the only truth he has spoken. Everything

else about him is a lie, but he is powerful, too powerful. You cannot fight him and win. Not yet. You

must do what you can to get the people to safety. Beg of the Elves. They are old rivals to our kind but
perhaps the old hatreds will not extend to the people. They answered the call for aid, so perhaps there
is some hope. You cannot save them all. Cerric seeks the power of Akandar. He must not have it. He is

too powerful already, and I fear the balance has been lost. It is clear now that the oath has been

broken, but do what you can for the people and try to honor the spirit of the oath. Do this not for me,
my son, but because it is right. I must leave you now, Borrican." 

"Father, please wait." 

"This body no longer draws breath, Borrican." 

"I am sorry, father. I wish we had more time." 

"I know, my son. I am sorry for so many things. I love you, son." 

"I love you too, father." 

"Borrican." 

"Yes father." 

"Give my thanks to your lady friend. I hope she lives a very long life. Goodbye, my son." 
Cerric stood over the dying beast and watched its last breath slowly seeped from it in a dull puff of
smoke. The Akandar might have lost its strength in battle, but the old king was no less determined as the
dragons of old. Stubborn creatures, Cerric thought. That much had not changed. He surveyed the
battlefield and saw the damage the creature had wrought. Many of his soldiers had been burned, which
was something of a nuisance, but many thousands remained and they were already putting out the fires and
reforming their ranks, preparing to march upon the city. 
He noticed that the Darga had fled and caught sight of a few, slinking off into the darkness. It
appeared the lizard warriors were not so brave, after all. Cerric considered rounding them up and having
them put to death, but it would waste more soldiers and he could not be bothered. Not particularly
imaginative creatures, having lost their leader, they would likely return to their swamps where they would
continue killing each other in their own petty battles. Let them go, Cerric thought. He could always round
them up later, which might make for amusing sport. Cerric walked over to Calexis and smiled at the pale
expression on her face then, together, they walked through the flaming battlefield and the legions of
soldiers, toward the city. 


*****
"Ariana," Borrican said hoarsely, his voice a whisper in the dark. 
"Yes, Borrican?" 
"My father said to thank you and he wishes you a long life." 
"I know," Ariana said. "I could hear him. I am so sorry, Borrican." 
"The city will fall. It cannot stand against such a power. We must save the people." 
"But how? There are so many of them and Kandara is surrounded by Cerric's army." 
"This cavern opens up to a path that leads in the mountains. A short way along, it forks into two
trails and one of them leads to the western range. You must lead the people to Elvanar and ask Queen
Laurana to grant them sanctuary." 
"What are you going to do?" 
"I must stop Cerric, so the people can be saved." 
"You heard your father, Cerric is too powerful to fight." 
"He is powerful, but I do not have to win against him. I only need to slow him down. Now go, and
gather the soldiers and the Elves. Lead my people to safety." 
"How will you fight him, Borrican?" 
"I will fight as Akandar." 
Borrican pushed himself to his feet and began to walk away through the darkness toward the far
side of the cavern, and, with every step he took, his footsteps became heavier and more powerful. Ariana
grasped her power, using it to see through the darkness and she watched as Borrican begin to change into
what he truly was, a dragon of Kandara. His wings spread out in the darkness of the cavern, catching the
wind that blew in from further ahead and she saw him take a few steps forward, testing his balance and, 
with a powerful beat he leapt into the air and began to fly. Even with her power to aid her sight, Ariana
only saw the dark silhouette of the dragon as Borrican passed through the opening at the end of the cavern
and rose into the sky, screeching loudly, the call of a young dragon. 
Ariana ran up the steps back to the palace and she found Keira waiting for her at the entrance to the
passageway. 
"Keira, we have to get the people out of the city, to safety," Ariana said. "Cerric has killed the king." 
"There is another problem," Keira told her. "Fighting has broken out inside the city, at the gates." 
"What's this?" 
"One of the Guard brought the news to me here," Keira said, indicating that she had waited in the throne room while Ariana and Borrican were in the cavern. "Elric sent Nathas and the Maramyrian
soldiers, along with many of our people, to fight Cerric's soldiers just after the dragon attacked. He
claimed he would follow with the soldiers of Kandara, but then he did not follow through. Other than a
handful of the Queen's Guard who have been helping to protect the people at the city gardens, most of our
people are now outside the walls and Elric has cut them off. The gates are closed and Cerric's army now
marches on the city." 
"Why would Elric do such a thing?" 
"I do not know. There is much about the Kandaran royals that does not make sense to me." 
"They are difficult to understand," Ariana agreed, though she now understood so much more about
the Akandar than most. "What about Nathas and the rest of the soldiers?" 
"They fought for a time but have since fled the field," Keira said. "Even though the dragon caused much damage, Cerric's army badly outnumbers the defenders, especially now that Elric has split our
forces." 
"Nothing changes," Ariana said as they exited the throne room. "Eric's dying wish was that the people of Kandara be saved. They are innocent of all this. Do you think Laurana would give them
sanctuary?" 
"I cannot speak for the Queen," Keira said. "You sit one of the thrones in the Elven Court, so you have at least one vote." 
They ran from the palace and informed the guards at the palace gate that they should expect the
people of the city to arrive shortly. They were reluctant to agree without orders from a member of the
royal family, but Ariana told them it would be on their heads if Cerric took the city and the people were
captured and they finally relented. Keira had gone on ahead to the gardens and when Ariana arrived, she
found the Elves and soldiers arguing with one another. 
"What is going on here?" Ariana exclaimed. 
"The soldiers won't let the people leave the gardens," Keira said. 
"What is the problem?" Ariana asked one of the Kandarans. 
"Orders, milady," said one of the soldiers. "We are to keep the people where they are." 
"Whose orders?" Ariana asked. 
"King Elric," the man told her. "He just sent a messenger. We are to make sure all of the people remain in their homes or here at the gardens where they will be safe." 
It was strange that Elric would give such a specific order, especially right now, but considering
what Keira had told her, something that she would otherwise have thought to be unthinkable dawned upon
her. If Elric had somehow heard his father's thoughts the way Ariana had been able to hear them when he
spoke with Borrican, he would know that Eric had told his son to flee the city and take the people to
safety. Ariana realized that the way Elric had closed the gates on the city's defenders only made sense if
he was planning to betray them. The fact that he did not want anyone to leave, made it even more obvious, 
for what would be the point of surrendering an empty city? Ariana had to figure something out, and
quickly. If she were right, Elric would open the gates to the enemy before long, once the last of the
defenders were cleared away. She decided to take a gamble, and hope that she was correct in her
assumptions. 
"Did Elric's messenger tell you that he is planning to surrender to the enemy?" Ariana made sure she spoke loudly enough for the people to hear her. 
"What's this?" the soldier asked. 
"King Eric's dying wish was that that people of Kandara leave the city. You all saw the king, the
powerful creature who has protected this kingdom. For how long, how many generations have the
Akandar stood guard over the people of this land? Not once have the people ever feared their lords. King
Eric fought Cerric, who has become powerful and has the mage priests with him and he was killed, like
Duke Boric. The king's last command was that the people of Kandara flee the city, for Cerric will come
and the walls will fall, or the gates will be opened to him if Elric chooses to surrender. 
"No doubt Cerric will offer terms, but he will not keep them. You saw what he did to his own
soldiers. They are dead, victims of Cerric's death magic, and so shall you be. Cerric speaks only lies and, if young Elric is willing to believe what Cerric offers him, then no matter how good his intentions might
be, he is a fool to trust him. There is a passage through the palace that leads to a way out of the city. 
Would you rather escape to the countryside or would you rather be trapped here?" 
"Milady," one of the people called out to her. "Is it true? Is Elric thinking of surrender to the King of Maramyr?" 
"Cerric is not the King of Maramyr. He wears a stolen crown, a crown for which he tried to have
me killed. As for Elric, I do not know what he is thinking," Ariana said. "But I do know that King Eric fought and died to protect you and, at the very least, you will be safer in the palace and there is a way out of the city. If you stay here, you will be trapped." 
"We cannot allow the people into the palace, milady," the soldier said. "Only nobles are allowed in the palace. King Elric said to keep the people safe and we must remain here." 
"And what happens if here is not safe anymore?" Ariana asked, then she turned to the people who
were gathered at the entrance to the gardens. "Would you rather go to the palace or wait here for the city to fall?" 
Ariana thought it was pretty clear from their reactions that the people wanted to leave. She nodded
to the Elves and walked up to the thicket of tree branches and vines that surrounded the gardens and used
her power, willing them away, back to the way they once were. The Elves used their power as well and, 
within a few moments, the gardens had returned to their original state and the people were free. 
"What are you doing?" said one of the soldiers. 
"If you care about your people, you will knock on every door in the city as fast as you can, and help
get them to safety. Kandara will fall, and you do not want to be here when Cerric walks through the city
gates," Ariana told him then she turned to the people who were now clear of the branches. "Follow me to the palace!" 
Ariana turned and began to walk toward the palace. After a few paces, she turned and saw the
Kandaran people waiting, hesitating in front of the handful of soldiers who stood, blocking their way. 
Ariana was amazed at how timid the people seemed and she realized that they were mostly farmers and
artisans, unaccustomed to war. Kandara had been peaceful for such a long time, protected by the power of
the king that the people would have little experience with how treacherous war could be, especially to
those who did not carry swords and know how to use them. In all likelihood, they were petrified. 
"Have you ever been to the palace?" Ariana shouted. "Well, don't just stand there. Come on!" 
The Kandaran soldiers were not sure what to do, but when the hundreds of people they had been
ordered to protect began to move, they stepped aside and fell in line around them, following the princess
and the elves, who had kept them safe from the attacks. 
"What about the others?" Keira asked, reminding Ariana about the many people who still sheltered
inside the various buildings and homes of the city. 
"If the soldiers won't do it, then it falls to us," Ariana said. 
"It is best if you lead the people," Keira told her. "They will follow you. We will do what we can to collect the other people of the city." 
"All right," Ariana said. "Just be ready to run for the palace at the first sign of trouble. If Elric surrenders, then that one gate will be the only thing left to slow them down." 
Ariana looked ahead at the palace gate, which, though formidable, was not even half as high as the
city walls, nor as thick. She knew that Cerric's army would overcome such an obstacle with ease. They
would have to hurry if they were to escape before her uncle discovered where they had gone. Keira and
the elves ran off in various directions, heading for the residential areas in the city and places where
groups of people were sheltering from the war. 
CHAPTER TWENTY
Borrican flew out over the city, reveling in the immense strength and power of his dragon form. He
could see so much further and with great detail, and his sight allowed him to see things he had never
known existed. The world looked different now. It was more vibrant and alive, with energy everywhere
in everything and there were colors that existed that he could not even describe and he was not even sure
if he could call such things colors. Flying was easier than he imagined when he had leapt into the air in
the cave. It came naturally to him and he soared around the towers of the palace, a darker smudge against
the dull, black, night sky. 
Ahead, he saw the city gates and picked out his brother, Elric, atop them, looking out over the
advancing army. Borrican saw the Maramyrian soldiers and many of the Elven Guard fighting against the
enemy soldiers at a position far to the west of the gates, and he wondered why they had moved so far, 
leaving the gate largely undefended. As he flew, high above the city, Borrican realized that there were no
Kandaran soldiers among those fighting and he circled around and took another look at the open square
inside the gates and he saw the soldiers simply standing there, doing nothing. 
A moment later, he saw Elric wave his arm and the gates began to open. He banked his wings in a
silent circle in the sky, high above, and watched Elric make his way down from the wall to the gates
where he saw the unthinkable happen. A man and a woman, who Borrican knew could only be Cerric and
his queen, Calexis of Xalla, walked through the city gate together, surrounded on all sides by their own
soldiers. As they walked up to Elric, he kneeled before them. Distracted by furious rage, Borrican nearly
fell from the sky as a gust of wind sheared sideways but he quickly recovered and fought to get his
angered thoughts back under control. 
He wanted to kill his brother for what he had done. Almost as the thought crossed his mind, he
remembered how his father would sometimes speak to him, and Elric, saying such harsh things, and
Borrican realized that the mind of dragon was volatile and the intensity of feelings made him feel like he
was going crazy. It was what he felt like when he first heard his father's thoughts, as though he were
allowing himself to go out of control. It was what he always feared, the madness and the rage of the
dragon taking him over. He knew he did not actually want to kill his own brother, he just felt like killing him. These were the dragon thoughts, primal and visceral and he struggled to control the fire that burned
within him, but the urge to do battle was overwhelming. 
Borrican could not believe that Elric would willingly betray their father, and the people of Kandara
to a man who had just killed the only two other members of their family and laid waste to the land he was
sworn to protect, as its king. It made no sense, and part of him wanted to fly down there and demand an
explanation while his dragon mind wanted to smash and burn his brother and the usurper king, Cerric. 
Borrican circled around and looked over city to see if any of the people were moving toward the palace. 
He saw that the gardens were empty and caught sight of Ariana leading a large group into the
palace. In the streets, he saw a few people walking in the direction of the palace as well, and he spotted
the Elves of the Queen's Guard, moving through the empty streets, banging on doors, trying to rouse the
people, but to little avail. Borrican wondered what they were doing, why they were not answering and his
eyesight changed somehow, and now he could see through the walls and roofs of the dwellings. He could
see the warm bodies of the people, hiding in their homes, huddled together and staying away from their
doors when the Elves came to knock. It infuriated him that they would not even answer, that they were so
afraid they would not even hear the voices telling them to find safety at the palace. 
Borrican heard other voices and found that he could pick out who he wanted to listen to just by
focusing on the sound of their voice. Two guards were arguing at the end of a street where an elf had just
been. Several people emerged from small house and asked about what they had heard, if they should go to
the palace, and the one guard told them to stay in their home, on order of the king. Other than those who
were already at the palace, so few were following and it angered him further that his brother would keep
the people in the city and then he realized that Elric knew what their father had said. 
Now that Borrican understood the nature of his father, in the brief time they had shared, he realized
that the dragon thoughts were violent and harsh on the outside, but inside, there was a place of calm, once the thoughts were understood, however the thoughts were the same, and even if Elric had not learned to
speak with the mind of a dragon, he was Akandar and could certainly hear what was being said. Knowing
that, and seeing soldiers rushing down to the gates to report to Elric that people were escaping the city, 
Borrican could barely control the dragon rage. There were still people trying to get to the palace, a few at least, and he would not let them be taken. Knowing that something had to be done, and wanting badly to
strike at those who had given rise to his anger, Borrican gave in to his anger and he dove from the sky, 
streaking through the night, toward the castle gates. 
The ground shook with the heavy impact of clawed feet and black scales as Borrican landed harder
than he intended. Elric turned and saw the creature. He stumbled away in fright, feeling the rage, the anger flowing from the dragon, its eyes flickering with firelight beneath its glossy black scales Elric could hear it screaming at him with his brother's voice, berating him, just like his father had done. He did not want to hear, he did not want the raging voice of madness in his head. 
"Elric," Borrican said, his voice loud and harsh, echoing against the city walls. "You have broken the oath and betrayed Kandara." 
"Leave me alone!" Elric yelled. "You are a creature, just like him, a hateful thing. I am the king, now begone!" 
"You are no king," the dragon roared. "A crown does not a king make." 
"Akandar," Cerric said, his voice calm and even. "Have you come to submit to the authority of your god?" 
"Never," Borrican screamed. 
"Very well then. I will kill you as I killed the other creature, your father," Cerric said, and he did not think it would be difficult. This second son of the Akandra line was barely more than half the size of
his father, and though something about him seemed sharper and sleeker, Cerric doubted he was much of a
threat. 
Borrican knew he could not fight Cerric. He could just barely fly, but he had to delay him as long as
he could. The longer it took for the soldiers to report to Elric and the god-king, the better the chance
Ariana and the Elves would have of getting the people to safety. 
"What purpose would killing me serve?" Borrican asked. 
"What purpose?" Cerric paused. "My purpose. What other purpose is there?" 
"You seek power. You seek the power of Akandar, the power of the dragon," Borrican said. 
"Why?" 
"I seek many things," Cerric said. "I need not explain myself to a barely hatched dragon. Now, let us see if you are a true Akandar, or just a pale shadow, like your worthless father." 
Borrican let loose an ear shattering dragon scream and Cerric bounded toward him, faster than he
anticipated, and growing larger. Cerric grabbed the dragon by the neck and swung him against the city
wall, smashing stone from the walkways and crushing several of the soldiers below before they could
take cover. Borrican snapped wildly at the god-king, and Cerric struggled to dodge his long, razor sharp
fangs, which were much deadlier than those of the old king. This dragon might be younger and not as
large, Cerric realized, but he was faster and surprisingly strong. Borrican slashed at his arm with his teeth and tore a long gash along his forearm. Cerric let go of the creature, surprised for a moment at the pain in his arm then he balled his fist and smashed the dragon in the side of the head, sending him skidding across the square. 
Borrican's head was reeling from the impact of Cerric's fist, which was like iron, and he saw
looked up and saw the city gate before him and his brother, Elric, standing behind a group of soldiers just outside the gatehouse. Borrican turned and, as his vision cleared, he saw Cerric running toward him, 
laughing and getting ready to hit him again. Borrican knew he would be in real trouble if the god-king hit
him again. He hoped that whatever people were going to escape Kandara, they would have at least made
it to the palace by now. 
Just as Cerric took another swing at him, Borrican spread his wings and leapt into the air. He beat
his powerful wings in the cold night air but he fell back to the ground with a crash as Cerric caught hold
of his tail and pulled him from the sky. The god-king stepped overtop of him, pinning him to the ground
and began pounding his head with fists that were like giant boulders. Borrican struggled and squirmed in
Cerric's powerful grip and he scratched at him with his claws, but the god-king would not let up. Borrican
was reeling and could barely see, and he did not know how many more hits he could take. He thought of
Ariana and the people, and he hoped they were safe, away from the city. If he had succeeded in slowing
down the god-king and his terrible army enough for his friend and his people to get away, then perhaps he
had done enough. 
Cerric began to laugh cruelly as he leveled another hit to the dragon's head and then another. His
head swimming, and both his sight and hearing distorted, it was a moment before Borrican heard Cerric's
deep voice, laughing, mocking him. It angered him that the god-king took such pleasure in causing pain, in
taking what he wanted and killing to get it, without even a moment of remorse. Borrican thought of his
father and his uncle, and the soldiers who had died, bravely protecting the people, and he thought of his
brother, who had given up so easily against the tyrant and even opened the door to him. How could he
knowingly welcome such cruelty? How could he betray everything their family stood for? 
Borrican felt another blow smash into him, and the pain that had become a distant thing as the
numbness of his mind slipped, became clear once again as his thoughts ran together and his anger began to
burn once again deep inside of him. With every strike of Cerric's fists, he felt the pain even more sharply now and it only added to his anger. He felt the fire, bubbling and burning deep in the belly of the dragon
and rising up with his rage. He felt Cerric's powerful hand reach down and grab him by the neck, lifting
him up and Borrican took a deep breath and raised his head to stare at the god-king. 
Cerric smiled, laughing at the dragon he had beaten, pleased that he would now be able to easily
take the power that he wanted. Then he saw the look of defiance that burned brightly in the creature's eyes and he cocked his head in curiosity as a torrent of fire spewed forth from the dragon's mouth. The sheer
force of it threw Cerric backward, away from the creature, and he felt the heat of the fire burning him. In shock, he reached for the power of the god, using it to ward off the blazing fire that burned white hot and washed over him. Even his power could not stop the fire, which began to burn away his defenses, cutting
through the magic that protected him. Cerric stepped back, raising his arm to shield himself from the heat
and then, a moment later, the fire stopped. He looked up and saw that the dragon was gone. 
Cerric no longer laughed. He turned to look at the Kandaran soldiers who had run from the path of
the fire, taking shelter in the shadows of the city gates and he saw the young king of Kandara cowering
fearfully behind them. Flames that had dripped off him now licked around his feet, burning the ground as
Cerric walked toward the Kandaran king and he returned to his former size as he let go of much of his
power. The soldiers parted way as Cerric strode up to Elric Akandar and they did not dare try to stop him
when the god-king raised his hand and struck the young king of Kandara in the face. Even without most of
his power, the blow sent Elric flying and he smashed hard into the stone of the city wall then fell in a heap upon the ground. Cerric walked over to Elric's unconscious body and yanked the sword that hung from his
belt. He turned to his soldiers. 
"Bring him," he said. "And kill the rest." 
The dead soldiers of his army surged forward, their weapons raised, and they began hacking the
Kandarans to pieces. Several soldiers picked up Elric's fallen body and Cerric turned to Calexis. 
"Come," he said, and together they made their way up through the city toward the palace. 
As Calexis dutifully followed Cerric up through the streets, away from the flames and carnage
behind them, she noticed that he glanced at the sword that now hung from his belt. It was a sword befitting a king, its hilt beautifully worked and weighted in the pommel with a flawless, polished black stone that
seemed almost to glow, if such a thing were possible for something so dark. 
They reached the palace gates and Cerric wrenched them from their iron hinges and continued into
the tall, black, stone building, and Calexis felt a momentary pang of regret that her son would not share
their triumph over Kandara, but she supposed it no longer mattered, for she could always have other sons. 
Calexis could tell that her body was once again entering a time where such a thing would be more likely
and she hoped that Cerric would elect to stay in Kandara for a time, so she could bed him as much as
possible. It would be better better to birth the child of a god or even a dragon than some weak lizard that had proved to be little more than a plaything. 


*****
Outside the city, amid the dying flames and the wreckage left in the wake of the army, Draxis
pushed himself free from the burning boards that had covered him. When the dragon had released him, he
had been tossed aside and thrown toward an armory wagon that carried a store of weapons for the army. 
Barely surviving the crushing claws of the dragon, the crash into the wagon had nearly killed him. His
body was cut in so many places from the sharp edges of steel, and a dagger had lodged in his lower leg, 
coming dangerously close to severing the tendon. Amid the flames and smoke, Draxis carefully pulled the
sharp blade from his flesh and cast it aside then he pushed himself to his feet and limped away from the
wreckage. He passed by several soldiers who were hobbling along on broken limbs toward the city, to
rejoin their ranks but their milky dead eyes paid him no heed. It was as though he no longer existed. 
Draxis saw the giant axe he had won from the Duke of Kandara with its massive blade buried deep
in the ground, with burning wreckage all around it. The soft leather strapping that had been wrapped
around its great handle had almost completely burned away and the metal beneath was hot to the touch
from the fire, but not hot enough to burn him. Draxis picked up the axe, pulled it free from the dirt and
turned to stare at the city and the thousands of soldiers who were now flooding through its open gates. His eyes searched the ranks and he did not see any of his Darga. Where had they had gone? Why had they not
searched for him? Why had his mother not come to find him? He already knew the answer. He had fought
a dragon, but he had lost and he had glimpsed the battle of the god-king and the dragon and he knew he
was nothing compared to such power. Draxis knew he was no longer of any use to Cerric or his mother
and they had moved on, leaving him behind. He hefted the giant axe over his shoulder and walked away
from the city and into the darkness, the limp in his step fading away as his body began to recover. 


*****
Borrican flew through the night, his head still reeling from the damage he had taken from Cerric's
powerful fists. In the brief moment when the god-king had let go of him, he had scrambled over the city
wall and leapt out into the darkness, letting his wings carry him on the wind. He was not sure of his
bearing but he knew that he was heading west, where he hoped he would find Ariana, but Borrican knew
he could not fly for much longer. 
With his dragon sight, he spotted a farm in the distance and, as he flew closer, he saw that it was
abandoned. He sailed down toward it and landed heavily in the yard between the farmhouse and the barn. 
Borrican looked at the farmhouse and knew he badly needed rest, but he was not sure exactly how that
would be possible since he was almost as big as the house itself. He was so tired that he could barely
think, and just trying to figure out how to change back from his dragon form made his head hurt. 
Exhausted and no longer able to cope with the many emotions that spun wildly among his thoughts, 
Borrican nudged open the large door of the barn. It was empty, save for some scattered bits of straw, and
there was just enough room for him so he lay down on the dry, earthen floor, closed his eyes, and let
himself drift off to sleep. 
EPILOGUE
Nathas could tell that the Elven prince did not like him, or any of the Maramyrian soldiers, but he
was grateful that Quenta had rescued them from the seemingly endless numbers of dead soldiers that had
surrounded him and his men. The Elven Guard had entered the fray and cut a corridor through the enemy
lines, allowing Nathas and the remainder of his soldiers to escape. They met up with another group of
riders and the Captain General was glad to see his friend, Kaleb and a few other familiar faces among
them. 
"Nathas," Kaleb greeted him. "I am told that Kandara is lost." 
"Just before Quenta and the Elves pulled us from the battle, we saw Cerric's army entering the city," 
Nathas said. 
"Apparently young Elric surrendered to Cerric and opened the gates." 
Nathas was shocked, but somehow he was not surprised. In the short time he had spent with Elric, 
he had noticed a marked lack of resolve in the young man. He did not seem to share the directness of
purpose that Nathas had come to expect from the Kandarans, after having known Boric and his nephew
Borrican as well as he did. Even the king, Eric, who was rumored to have become somewhat mad over
the years, had revealed himself to be a fearsome foe, a dragon no less. With the blood of such a creature
in his veins, it was surprising that Elric would give up so easily, but Nathas could only guess at the
workings of young man's mind. 
"Any word of the princess?" Nathas asked, forgetting in his exhaustion that she was the true queen of Maramyr. 
"She travels west," Quenta said, riding up beside them. "We will join her and the remainder of the Queen's Guard on the morrow." 
"I am glad they escaped the city," Kaleb said. "I would not want to be trapped in a corner with the likes of Cerric. I could never have imagined fighting a dragon with bare hands. I suppose it really is true, that he has become a god of some kind." 
"So it appears," Quenta commented. 
"How can we fight against such power?" Nathas asked, though he was speaking to no one in
particular, but merely giving air to his thoughts, his fears. 
"It will be difficult, but it is possible," Quenta said from behind his mask. "This is not the first time that gods have walked the land." 
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