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PROLOGUE




A gust of cold wind blew through the clearing, rustling the few dry leaves still clutched in the

ice-laden fingertips of the surrounding trees. Their heavy wooden limbs moaned gently in the night, 

their faint protest the only sound under the heavy blanket of winter snow. 

At the far end of the clearing, a simple log and stone cottage was the centrepiece of a humble

steading nestled deep in the forest. Nearby, a small barn sheltered livestock against the cold winter
wind and, next to it, the wooden fence of a corral lay nearly buried under drifts of snow. Just as

quickly as it had arisen, the wind again fell silent, leaving only a cold stillness in its place. The only
sign of life was the thin trail of smoke curling its way upward from the stone chimney of a small

cottage. 

In a small bedroom on the second floor, a young man struggled with unpleasant dreams. He

dreamed of a place far away, a place where the stars shone brightly overhead, almost blinding against
the dark sky, which seemed closer somehow than it should be. He tried to move but he was on his back,
chained to a stone block. There were people nearby but he could not see them. He tried to call out but
he could not speak. At the edge of his vision, torches burned with an unfamiliar, silver fire that gave
no warmth. A man in flowing black robes appeared looming over him and blotting out the sky. Beneath

the dark cowl of his robes the man smiled with a cruel sneer to his lip, his teeth shining white against
his coarse black beard while his eyes smoldered with feverish ecstasy. He leaned in close, and his

voice rasped callous and hard as he spoke. 
“And so we are one.” 

In his hand, the man raised a knife that shimmered with the same silver light as the nearby fires. 

He held the blade aloft then plunged it into the chest of his captive, his sacrifice. 

Upon the altar, the young man felt a sharpness followed by an icy coldness as the blade drained

everything that he was. The man in the black cloak smiled at him as he twisted the blade deeper and

then he began to laugh. All was fading, becoming dark and the young man felt only despair. It was as

though he did not exist, that all that he had ever been was no longer, or perhaps never was. The knife
twisted again and he felt his essence being drained as blood spilled across his chest and onto the

altar. His life drained away and within moments he felt his body die as his vision faded and the world
became black. Yet, somewhere deep within the void, in the center of his being, the core of all that he
was, a tiny flame still burned. 



CHAPTER ONE
Aaron sat up in his bed, gasping for breath. His forehead was slick with sweat, hot and feverish
against the cold night air. The pounding in his head was deafening. He focused on breathing, using a
technique his uncle had taught him that helped control pain. He took slow, deep breaths, focusing on a
feeling of calm and letting go of the tension and, before long, the stabbing pain in his skull subsided to a dull throb. He looked around the darkened room. From the light of the fading moon shining in through the
bedroom window, he could tell it was still some time before morning. Aaron took a deep breath and felt
his body relax a little more and his nerves became calm. He was safe and alone in his room. No dark
stranger, no gleaming blade in his chest. It had been nothing more than a nightmare. 
As much as he knew it had been a dream, the vision left Aaron feeling unsettled. It was not the first
time he felt that cold silver knife plunge into his flesh. He had been visited by the same dream every night for weeks now and Aaron wondered what it could mean. He ran through the already fading images, trying
to commit every detail to memory and he realized something. It was different this time. The man had
laughed. He had never done that before. Aaron wondered whether there was any significance to it but the
more he thought about it, the worse his headache became. He finally gave up and rested the side of his
head against the cool wood of the bed frame, looking out the nearby window at the moonlit winter night. 
Aaron gazed across the yard of the cottage where he and his uncle lived. It had snowed heavily
again that night and he could see that the path to the barn was covered by white drifts, high as his waist. 
That would mean more shovelling come morning, his least favorite chore. Aaron decided to try to rest a
little more before daybreak, promising that if his headache would just go away, he would shovel the
entire path without any complaint. He pulled the covers over his head and focused on breathing, wishing
for the oblivion that sleep would bring. 


*****
Far away, in a room in the royal palace, high above the dark quiet streets of the Crown City of
Maramyr, Ariana awoke with a start. She had been dreaming of something, something unpleasant, but she
could not remember what it was. Somehow she remembered feeling cold and, despite the warm fire
crackling in the hearth, she felt a cold shiver run though her body. She glanced about her room
suspiciously, worried that some sort of fell mystery or unseemly magic might be at work, but she could
sense nothing. 
A loose shutter clattered in the night, swinging on a window somewhere in the city below and
Ariana started at the sound of it reverberating loudly in her ears. It was so loud it was as though it was right next to her, but somehow she also knew that it came from far away. As she moved in her silken
sheets, she realized she could hear every individual thread of fabric rub against the other. She bolted
upright in her bed. 
The sound of her skin on silk should not be so loud in her ears, so distinct. She listened again, 
astonished at the sound as she moved even the slightest bit. Even her hair sounded like dry wheat blowing in a field as it brushed past her cheek. Every creak of her bed, every sound in the castle was somehow
intensified. In a room, several floors away, she could hear a scullery maid moaning passionately with a
guardsman, his identity apparent from the clanking of his armor and the shifting links of this chainmail
shirt. It was as though her hearing had become so much more sensitive, but it felt more the world had been muffled before and now she was truly hearing properly for the first time. 
She looked around the room again. From the corner of her eye she thought she saw something move
in the shadows. Suddenly flames sparked to life around her room. Every candle, every lamp lit in an
instant, burning almost too brightly. She was shocked by the intensity of it and did her best to calm herself. 
The light chased away whatever shadows had been there. Ariana looked around the room. No one was
there. She was alone. She breathed deeply, relaxing her body and the flames dropped to a more natural
size, burning normally now, without her tension, without her influence, without her power. 
Calthas had warned her it might happen like this, at a moment when she felt threatened, that
something dire might trigger her power. The mage had assured her it was already there, waiting for her to reach for it. And she had, over a dream, one she could not even remember at that. Ariana tried to recall
what the mage had taught her. She had felt so foolish at the time, as though the exercises he had made her repeat so many times were ridiculous, but now she clearly understood their import. 
Taking a deep breath, she looked around the room, deliberately marking every object and
particularly every flame, and then she slowly closed her eyes. She could feel each flame flickering in the air of the room, their heat small but searing the surrounding air. She focused her mind on each flame and then, with a thought, she took away that which made them burn, snuffing them one by one. 
She opened her eyes again to darkness and the scent of smoke and wax from the extinguished
candles. At least she had not burned down her bedroom. She shuddered at the thought of such a fearful
thing. It would not have been the first time the palace had caught fire from unbridled magic. 
Clearing her mind, and just to be sure this was not a dream, Ariana swung her legs over the edge of
the bed, leaving the warm embrace of her thick blankets. She held her bare feet just over the marble floor and then gently touched her toes to the cool hardness of the smooth polished stone. She reached over to the table beside her bed and touched the top of her reading candle that moments ago had burned so brightly. 
With a yelp, she put her finger in her mouth, tasting the melted wax that quickly hardened against her skin. 
Her burnt fingertips told her it had not been a dream, at least not all of it. 


*****
Droplets of blood fell from the curved dagger into the swirling water of the silver chalice upon the
altar. The dark streaks quickly dissolved into the clear liquid and changed from crimson to a shimmering
silver color and a faint crackling of energy filled the air. Smoke danced on the surface as the liquid stilled and became clear as the last trails of smoke dissipated. 
The man in the black robes stared intently into the chalice, waiting while the blood still dripped
from the knife. The waters would show him, the blood would tell. He felt it, the power of the one who
would come, the one to whom so much had been sacrificed, the one for whom so many more would give
their lives. He felt the presence that he had come to know well and its power filled him with both dread
and excitement. The time was drawing near. He would come soon. The one god. 
A powerful rumbling that had slowly grown from a low hum to a dull roar was marked by its
sudden absence as the visions in the cup faded. The power was gone, the living magic of the blood spent
as its life faded away. Nearby, a foot scuffed the stone floor, breaking the unnatural silence. The man in the black robe turned to face the others. Six of them stood before the steps of the dais, each similarly clad in black robes and awaiting his word. He cleared his throat as he regained his composure. The visions
always left him a little dazed as though the world before him was somehow less real than it had been. 
“Is it true? Is it the awakening?” asked one of them. He shot the man a stern look and he fearfully
took a step backwards. The ceremony did not require them to speak, any of them. It was not their place. 
Still, he had good news to share. 
“Yes, it is begun,” he said. 
“Then it is time,” said another of the black robed figures. 
“You all know what we must do,” he told them, staring intently at each of their faces looking deep
into their eyes and searching for the resolve he required. His eyes flickered with a deep blackness with an unnatural silvery sheen as he reached out with his power, testing each member of the group before him. A
few feared him, he could tell, but he knew that each was loyal and resolved to follow his lead. 
Satisfied, he turned and placed the chalice back on the altar alongside a dark, twisted blade. As he
picked up a heavy red cloth, he heard the others leave. He ignored the crackle of energy and the
thunderous sound of power being gathered as the mages among the group transported back to their homes. 
He ignored the blasphemy of their magic, knowing that soon they too would be joined completely with the
one. He ceremoniously folded the cloth over the chalice and placed the knife atop it and quietly intoned a sacred incantation in the darkness in reverent ecstasy with the knowledge that soon his time would also
come. 


*****
Aaron emerged from his room that morning to find his uncle Tarnath, an old battle-scarred warrior, 
whose grey hair and beard flowed across his shoulders and chest, leaning over a metal skillet frying
bacon on top of the iron stove. A soldier for most of his life, Tarnath was retired from his life of battles and adventures when Aaron’s parents had died. Settling in this cottage in the middle of nowhere, he had
raised Aaron himself, doing his best, despite being more suited to a military barracks. Life with Tarnath was fairly regimented, but the old man always did his best to offer up a sense of humor in his own gruff
fashion. 
Aaron took a seat at the wooden table. The warmth of the fire that was already filling the main room
of the cottage helped ease the tension in Aaron’s shoulders. His headache had almost cleared, but he was
tired from having had such a fitful sleep. He mumbled a greeting and Tarnath looked up with a smile, an
expression that seemed out of place yet at the same time perfectly natural on the old warrior’s scarred and wrinkled face. 
“Top of the mornin' to ye Aaron!” he exclaimed with a twinkle in his eye. Aaron was not feeling on
top of anything, especially not his uncle’s chipper morning spirit. “Ye think you’re ready for a spot of
breakfast, young fella?” 
Aaron pulled his chair in toward the table and then put his head down on his arm. He was not yet
ready for Tarnath’s chipper morning banter. The old man chuckled and gave his scraggly white beard a
thoughtful tug. 
“I take it that means, aye. Here, my boy, eat something.” 
He brought over the pan and with a pair of metal tongs scooped a few of the better-cooked strips of
meat onto a plate in front of Aaron. Aaron picked one up and burnt his fingers, dropping the sizzling meat back to the plate. Tarnath looked over and waved his fork at the boy. “I’ll bet you’re awake now, ain’t
ye.” Blowing on his burnt fingers, Aaron cast a tired and disapproving eye at Tarnath. 
“You think that’s funny don’t you, Tarnath?” Aaron said accusingly. The old man held the tongs to
his chest in mock innocence. 
“Me, funny? Never,” he said with a smile. 
“You could have warned me it was that hot,” Aaron kept blowing on his fingers. 
“What? The bacon? Of course it was hot, you ninny. How do you think it got cooked?” 
Aaron shoved a piece of the salted meat into his mouth and stared glumly at the table. Tarnath
snorted a kind of laugh. 
“It’s fixin' to be one of those mornings, ain’t it? Well, ye can just forget about grumping and
complaining. We've got lots of work to do today and we’d best be off to an early start.” 
“What are we doing today? I finished all the barrel rings last week and the ploughshare can’t be
repaired until we get more iron from town,” Aaron protested. 
He had worked hard for the long winter months in the small smithy they had built on the farm. Years
ago, Tarnath had convinced the smith in the nearby town of Ashford to contract out some of the smaller
jobs to them as a way of earning a few coins. The work was mostly odds and ends for the local farmers
and townsfolk, repairing farming implements and gate hinges but this winter, a nearby cooperage had
asked for enough metal work to keep Aaron busy for most of the winter. Come spring, when they
delivered the finished pieces, he would finally have some money of his own and he planned to use it to
expand the forge. Tarnath had said he might even talk to the smith about taking Aaron on as an apprentice. 
He enjoyed working with hot iron, molding it into forms and then pounding them into shape. This winter, 
he had even tried working with steel, making a new ploughshare for the spring tilling they would do on
their own small property. 
“You finished all the barrel rings?” Tarnath hollered over the sounds of the kettle that began to
whistle loudly on the stove. “You’re getting quicker. We might make a smith of you yet my boy!” 
The whistling kettle drove knives into Aaron’s ears. He felt his headache threaten to return and
buried his head in his arms on the table. Tarnath noticed his discomfort and quickly pulled the kettle from the stove. 
“Had one of your headaches again, did you?” he asked, speaking more quietly now. 
Aaron grasped his head and nodded, then closed his eyes, waiting for the pain to recede. 
Tarnath felt badly for the lad but he knew there was nothing to be done about it, at least not until the
snows cleared and they could make their way into town. He wondered if it might be wise to seek the help
of a healer but he tried to keep his distance from magical types and the last gossip he had heard made him even less inclined to let them poke around at Aaron. Some old fashioned herbs would have to do, he
decided, and added a pinch of willow bark powder to Aaron’s cup along with the black tea leaves before
pouring in the hot water. 
“Well, the good news is you don’t have to do any snow clearing today as I was up early and it’s
already done. Hurry up, we’re going out. A bit of fresh air will do you good. Tea?” Tarnath offered. 
Aaron nodded and Tarnath put the cup in front of him then disappeared into his own bedroom at the
back part of the main floor of the cottage. Aaron could hear him rummaging around in the small room and
wondered what the old man was up to. He took a sip of the hot drink and after a few moments he started to feel a little better. Perhaps a hot drink was what he needed and the tea Tarnath made for him usually
helped his headaches. 
“Where are we going?” Aaron asked, calling into the room where Tarnath continued to move things. 
He wondered where they could possibly go. “With all that snow on the trails, it would take us all day just to get to the main road. We’d be lucky to get to Jacob’s farm, let alone into town.” 
Aaron thought about his friend Brian, the oldest son of Jacob the farmer and his wife Mariel. At a
half a day’s ride, they were the closest neighbors and Tarnath often stopped in to see them on the way to town. Over the years Aaron, Brian and his two younger brothers had been on many adventures together, 
most of which consisted of fishing or tramping around in the forest, playing at rangers and bandits. Aaron earnestly hoped he would get to see his friend again soon, then put aside such thoughts when Tarnath
emerged from his room carrying a long, leather-wrapped bundle. He placed it on the table then began to
lace up his boots. 
“We’re not goin' to town, or to Jacob's farm,” the old man told him. 
“Then where are we going?” Aaron asked, eyeing the leather bundle that lay before him. 
“You’ll see,” Tarnath replied with a mysterious wink and the twinkle in his eye that told Aaron that
the old man was up to something and, knowing Tarnath, it most likely had to do with more chores. 
By the time they finished clearing breakfast, the sun was shining brightly through the cottage
window. Aaron went to his room, finished dressing and quickly grabbed his heavy fur-lined grey cloak
from its peg. He went out to the main room to find Tarnath waiting at the doorway with a long bundle
under his arm. Aaron wondered what his mischievous old uncle had in mind. 
“Come on, boyo, we’ve a bit of a walk ahead of us,” Tarnath told him and then pushed open the
door and plunged out into the cold winter air. Aaron followed him out of the warmth of the cottage, 
discovering that thought the day was crisp, the warmth of the sun made it bearable, and the snow glittered in the bright light of the clear day. 
As they walked across the yard surrounding the cottage, Aaron noticed something strange from the
corner of his eye. One of the trees outside his window had begun to grow buds. At first, he wondered if
spring might be coming soon but he realized that it would be weeks yet before the weather would break, 
and the tree should not be budding yet. He looked around and saw that all the other trees were still bare and frozen. It was strange that only one should try and grow so early. 
Without any idea why such a thing would happen, Aaron decided to shrug it off, and he trudged
through the snow, following Tarnath from the yard and into the surrounding forest. Tarnath had also
noticed the buds on the tree. It was unseasonal for such a thing to have happened, but he already knew
what had most likely caused it, though he made no mention of it to Aaron. Tarnath figured that it was best not to think about it, especially when there was precious little he could do about such things. Still, he brooded about it quietly, as he broke his way through the fresh snow, unable to shake the worries that
entered his mind. 
The way was difficult as they pushed through the woods on a brisk march through the drifts of snow. 
The exercise would do them both some good, the old man told Aaron, but before long, Aaron felt the cold
wetness creeping its way over the tops of his boots and through the tough leather that protected his feet. 
He had forgotten that when winter started to thaw, it meant that everything got wet, and wet meant the cold would feel even colder. The best he could do was to keep moving and hope his boots would keep the
dampness from his toes. 
They finally arrived at a pond and found it frozen thick with ice that was smooth as glass, its surface
blown clear of snow. At the edge, Aaron stopped to brush the melting snow that had gathered around the
tops of his boots and marveled at how perfectly wintry the pond looked. Without breaking stride, Tarnath
walked purposefully out to the centre of the ice and beckoned for Aaron to follow. Aaron stepped out onto the ice only to find his feet sliding ahead of the rest of him. He landed flat on his back with the wind
knocked out of him. 
“A might slippery isn’t it,” Tarnath called from halfway across the ice. Aaron pushed himself up, 
scowling. The moisture his boots had gathered was now beginning to freeze again and the ice-clad leather
would not take purchase on the slick ice. Aaron fell a few more times before he finally got his footing. 
Carefully, he made his way over to the center of the ice where Tarnath waited. 
He motioned Aaron over to him and unrolled the bundle he had carried. At his feet were two
swords, gleaming cold and steely grey in the morning light. Tarnath smiled. 
“Here lad, you pick one and I’ll use the other. It’s time you learned how to handle one of these
proper like.” 
Aaron slowly bent and touched the tip of his finger to the edge of the sword closest to him. He
pulled his hand back sharply as he felt the steel begin to cut into his skin from even that slight amount of pressure. 
“These are sharp,” Aaron said, checking his finger and seeing a small line where the steel had cut
him. Thankfully, his hands were tough from the smithing he had been doing so the blade had not bit
deeply. 
“They’re swords lad, they’re supposed to be sharp.” The old man rolled his eyes and shook his
head. “You’d think I’d raised a simpleton the way you carry on sometimes.” 
Ever since he could remember, Tarnath had made him train with wooden sticks and the countless
times they had sparred with each other had been for Aaron a lifelong exercise in futility. For years, no
matter how hard he had tried, he could never win against the old man. However, a few days previously, 
Aaron had finally come close to catching his uncle with the dull edge of the wooden practice blade, not
just once, but several times during their practice. Even though his near victories gave him a feeling of
accomplishment, Aaron knew he was still no match for the old man and he did not think it was wise to
swing sharpened steel at one another on the precarious ice. 
“Why are we out here, Tarnath?” Aaron asked. “It isn’t like we have enemies. And sword fighting
on the ice is dangerous. My boots are frozen and I can barely stand.” 
“That’s exactly the point, boy. It is dangerous. Just like the world. And don’t for a minute think that
ye’ve got no enemies. There be plenty of them in this world. Bandits on the road, brigands and cutthroats, soldiers who follow a lord who’s not your own, there be enemies aplenty in this world! And it might be
true that we have no enemies way out here in the wilds, but things can change my boy, and when they do, 
they often change quickly.” 
There was no arguing with Tarnath when he set his mind to lecturing him on the ways of the world. 
As far as Aaron could tell, the land was peaceful and it had been that way for almost a generation. There were always minor skirmishes between neighboring lords and the border to the east was known to be
difficult, but most of the Maramyrian lands were lawful and relatively safe. Besides, living out in the
middle of nowhere at the edge of the forest, the only real threat was the occasional wild animal that
stumbled through their land. Knowing that Tarnath would not be convinced otherwise, Aaron resigned
himself to what would be the day’s chores; sword practice. Tarnath’s obsession with weapons and his
endless lessons on their use at least gave them something to do to break up the monotony of winter. The
old man meant well and as apprehensive as he was, Aaron was intrigued that he was finally being trusted
with a blade. It had been years since he had stopped asking when they would train with steel, and now, 
here they were, each of them sword in hand as Tarnath outlined his views on the subject. Aaron had heard
countless versions of this speech before and could almost recite it word for word but he let his uncle go through the routine anyway. 
“You’re pretty much a grown man now, Aaron and a man’s gotta respect danger ‘cause, it’s a
dangerous world. I wouldn’t consider myself havin' done a good job of raising you if I didn’t teach you
how to deal with some of life’s dangers. Now, sword fighting is one of the more dangerous things a man
can do and it pays to know how to do it right. Ye've got some skills, but there's always more to learn.” 
Tarnath raised his sword and then took his usual stance. He swung the blade a few times, testing its
balance. 
“When the time arises when you’re going to have to swing a sword, you'd best already know how to
do it better than the other fellow ‘cause when you’re facing a fight, there just isn’t the time to go and practice. Now pick one up and we’ll begin.” 
Aaron reached down and picked up the sword that had nicked his finger. 
Master the blade, Tarnath had taught him. Do not let the blade master you. 
Tarnath nodded and walked calmly to the far edge of the frozen pond. Following his lead, Aaron
walked carefully, trying not to slip and fall on the ice. 
Tarnath stood patiently, idly looking at the mist of his breath in the cold morning air. 
“About time you got here lad,” he said. “You figure out your footing on this ice yet?” he asked with
a chuckle. 
“Not quite,” Aaron said as his feet slipped again on the hard surface. 
“Well, you’d better get the hang of it quick, boyo!” Tarnath asked as he brought his sword in a wide
arc toward Aaron’s head. “Have at you!” he yelled. 
Aaron instinctively brought up his own blade only to find his feet separating from each other. He
felt his backside hitting hard on the ice beneath him. 
“Balance, my boy. Balance is everything,” Tarnath told him. Aaron groaned and tried to push
himself up from the frozen surface. 
“Here, I’ll help you up.” The old man extended his hand. 
Aaron reached up to Tarnath’s hand and pulled hard. Tarnath tried to balance himself but it was too
late. In a moment, Tarnath too landed heavily on the ice. Aaron quickly leapt to his feet, slipping a little but holding steady, his sword at the ready. He laughed as Tarnath gave him a sore look then, almost
impossibly fast, the old man was back on his feet. Aaron backed away, cautiously. 
“Well Aaron, you always were a clever lad. I guess that’s my own lesson for the day, a reminder to
never drop one's guard. Perhaps there’s some hope for you yet, but it’s time for you to learn the most
difficult lesson of all. Now attack me.” 
“We always work on blocking and defense first,” Aaron said. 
“Attack me, boy!” Tarnath told him. Aaron held for a moment, apprehensive about swinging the
razor sharp sword at his uncle. “We didn’t just come out here for a nice chat did we? Now attack me or
I’ll attack you. Which would you prefer? We're not here to drill, this here's a sparring match, on
unfamiliar ground.” 
Tarnath grinned beneath his whiskers. Aaron shook his head then swung his sword at Tarnath’s
extended blade. The sound of steel meeting steel rang loudly through the leafless woods. Aaron felt
Tarnath’s heavy, gloved hand push his shoulder and he again found himself sitting on the ice. 
“I said, attack me, not my sword. See, you've gone back to fighting like a child. Don't let your
surroundings undo you. Again!” 
Aaron bounced to his feet again and slid on the ice, quickly finding that it was all he could do to
avoid skewering himself with his sword on such terrain. Aaron was still reluctant to attack, but the old
man pressed in on him like he had said he would. 
“Either attack me, or defend yourself. ‘Tis no jest.” Tarnath swung at his neck and Aaron raised his
blade in time to stop a real blow, a killing blow. Aaron was confused. The sharp steel would have
certainly killed him. With hardly a moment to think, Aaron found himself blocking the next swing. He
blocked several more in quick succession then responded with an attack Tarnath had taught him. It was
simple attack, but it was designed to throw one’s opponent off balance. 
“That’s right, my boy. Now you’re getting it. Use the terrain against your opponent,” Tarnath rasped
through his own exertion. 
The old man smiled at him then pressed him hard with faster attacks that twisted and moved
unpredictably. Aaron knew he was going to find himself knocked to the ice more than once this day but he
now understood the value in the training, and soon he began to feel his footing become steadier and sure
as he learned to control his balance. Before long, he was almost able to fight at his usual level, despite the added challenge of the ice. 
They fought for several hours before Tarnath finally called a stop. Bruised, exhausted and with
Aaron bearing more than a few nicks and cuts from the sharp blades, they rested for a moment at the edge
of the ice. Tarnath handed Aaron a plain leather scabbard. 
“What’s this?” Aaron asked. 
“It’s for your sword boy. You carry it with you, always. Got that?” 
“Yes sir,” Aaron said and put the sword in its sheath and buckled it to his belt. 
“Now let’s get on home. The days are still short and it’ll be dark again before long. Besides, it’s
turning damn cold out here.” 
The sun had moved to the other side of the sky and a cold wind was beginning to blow from the
mountains to the northeast. The muscles in their legs still burning from the day’s exertions, the two of them headed back along the tracks they had made earlier in the snow. 


*****
In a land far to the west, where the climate was gentler and winter had already left the land, a cold
wind stirred the dead leaves that still covered the dark forest floor. It gusted out across a small clearing, its biting chill awakening a young mage, who hung on a wooden cross, barely alive. He opened his eye a
crack and was surprised that he was not yet dead. His other eye would not open, its lid held shut by
encrusted blood that had long since dried. At least the bleeding had stopped, he thought, and through the pain that wracked his entire body, he wondered whether his eye was still in its socket beneath the blood
and gore that had been made of his face. He cursed inwardly, reminding himself not to succumb to such
thoughts. He was a mage, and though they had tortured and maimed his body, his mind was still intact, and that was what mattered most. He wondered if perhaps some of his power remained as well. Slowly, 
cautiously, he looked around at the ground below the rough wooden cross where he hung, his wrists and
ankles pierced by thick metal spikes that that sent pain coursing through his entire body with even the
slightest movement. The clearing was empty, save for several other crosses where hung the limp, lifeless
forms of others who had been tortured and left to die. Nothing stirred in the clearing and his initial fears subsided. 
Thank the gods, his attackers were gone. 
He flexed his shoulders as much as he could, raising himself up so he could breathe more easily, his
lungs starving for the air they had long been denied. The movement caused the blood to flow again from
the many wounds on his maimed body. He knew he would not last much longer like this. 
His one eye fluttered as he felt out with his mind to gather his magic to him but instead of the
familiar feeling of warmth and strength his power would normally bring, he felt only a sense of rawness
and confusion. He searched again, deeper within himself, in the corridors of his soul that once flowed
with life and power but were now dark and cold. Finally, he felt it, like a fine thread of the strongest
steel, tempting him to seize upon it and drink in the magic that it offered, but he hesitated. Something about it was false. 
They had offered this to him before, but he had refused. He knew that the power he felt from that
source was not real power. It was enslavement, meant to drain him of his will and his life. He gritted his teeth and sent his feelings in every other direction, his growing frustration lending him a little energy. 
Finally, after what seemed an eternity, he found it, hidden, buried deep within him. Only a flicker
remained, for it was all he had been able to hide from them, a spell he had cast upon himself long ago, and one they had thankfully not recognized. He focused on it and prayed for salvation, wondering if he would
last the night. No, he must stay focused, he reminded himself, fighting the fear and his helpless feelings. 
The effort to concentrate brought him more pain, and it was almost too much to bear, but he gritted his
teeth and tried. He reached out with his mind and grasped at the flickering source but he could not reach it. Perhaps if he rested just a moment, he thought, and it all began to slip away from him. 
Nearby, a pair of eyes saw the flicker of power in the young mage and then began to fade. A voice
rasped a curse in the darkness and an old man with grey hair and a grey cloak appeared from the trees and hurried to where the young mage hung, on the verge of death. With a strength unnatural to his stature, he lifted the cross out of the ground and lay it gently flat on the ground. He shook his head and frowned as he rested his hand on the young mage’s chest. The iron spikes that pinned him to the cross disintegrated and their absence renewed the pain they had caused. 
The mage cried out. 
His good eye struggled against the fog that crept across the edges of his vision. Something had
changed. Above him he saw the starlit sky and wondered if perhaps he was not seeing the first glimpses
of the afterworld. Was this death? If so, then why did it hurt so much? Would he be cursed to bear his
wounds into the next life? He fought against the blanket that covered his senses and then he saw the old
man in the grey cloak looking down at him. The young mage’s lips, cracked with blood, turned up at a
corner with his best attempt at a smile. 
“Stavros,” he whispered before his one remaining eye rolled back into darkness. 
A noise from the forest alerted the old mage, his senses already sharpened by his own magic, which
coursed strongly through every fiber of his being, his power at the ready, knowing the danger in revealing himself in this place. His brow creased angrily and Stavros snapped his fingers. In a shimmering flash, he and the wounded mage disappeared, leaving the cross empty on the ground. A moment later, a raven flew
into the clearing, its thick black wings beating the air as it came to rest on the arm of a cross. The black bird cawed in the silence as it surveyed the scene, where so many dead figures hung from as many
crosses, then it pecked out the eyeball of the body next to it, hungrily enjoying the carrion delicacy. 
CHAPTER TWO
After a few weeks, a warm breeze blew in from the west, quickly melting winter from the land. The
snows that covered the countryside quickly receded and the new growth of spring soon appeared. It was
not long before Tarnath announced that he was planning a trip to the nearby town of Ashford. The roads
would now be open and the mud from the melting snow and the spring rains had dried enough to provide
surer footing for the horses. Aaron was pleased at the news and hoped to visit with his friend Brian, who lived on a nearby farm that was on the way into town. 
“Well, Aaron, I suppose you can visit Brian for a spell,” Tarnath told him. "Then we'll head on to
Ashford, see the blacksmith and the cooper. They’re going to be mighty impressed with the work you have
done for them.” Tarnath smiled as he popped his empty pipe into his mouth and thoughtfully chewed at the
mouthpiece. 
“Will the spring festival be happening?" Aaron asked, hoping that it was. "It is usually sometime around now." Life was fairly uneventful out in the country and while Aaron always jumped at the chance to go to town, the festivals that marked the four seasons always made for an adventure. 
“Making plans already, are ye? If I'm not mistaken, it might just be. At any rate, we’d best be off
early in the morning. I’ve got to remind meself to get some tobacco for this thing.” He looked at his pipe thoughtfully. 
They left before sunrise, Aaron on horseback and Tarnath driving a team of two horses pulling the
wagon they had loaded with the metal work that was to be delivered. By mid-day, they neared the familiar
rolls in the hills and natural landmarks that told them they were nearing Jacob’s farm and Aaron spurred
on ahead to find his friend Brian. By the time Tarnath pulled in with his cart, Jacob and his son were
already climbing down from the roof of the barn, where they had been working on some spring repairs. 
“Master Tarnath, I trust you’re well,” Jacob greeted him. 
“Got a bit of fight left in me yet Jacob.” Tarnath grinned from behind the empty pipe in his mouth
then turned to the man’s son. “Brian, I see farm life is treatin' you well. Gettin' big too!” 
“Pa’s been working me real hard this year. He’s getting old and my brothers are still young, so I get
to do all the heavy lifting,” Brian said with a laugh. His voice was also noticeably deeper than it had been the last time Aaron had seen him. His friend had most definitely grown. Even though he was a couple
years younger than Aaron, once they had both gotten to the age when boys began to grow, Brian had
quickly become the bigger of the two. He was a burly young man, and the work on the farm showed in his
heavily muscled frame, much bigger than his father, Jacob, who was of a more modest build. 
“I don’t know how he got so big,” Jacob commented. “Must take after his mother’s side. Her
brother’s a big lug too.” 
“Or maybe it’s his mother’s cooking. She always did make a fine meal,” Tarnath said as Jacob’s
wife, Mariel appeared at the door of the farmhouse and walked toward them. 
“Master Tarnath!” she exclaimed. “Lovely to see you after such a long winter.” 
“Always a joy to see you too, Mariel,” Tarnath said with a respectful tilt of his head. 
“Where are your brothers?” Aaron asked Brian. 
“Who knows? They’re always up to something. Busy on some new project to make the farm run
better. Diller thinks he’s someday going to own all the land from here to Ashford and Jake keeps trying to invent new ways to plow the fields. Farming. It’s their life and they’re ambitious about it.” Brian
shrugged then asked his father, “Have you seen the twins pa?” 
“I just put them to work, clearing out the root cellar,” Mariel answered. “Brian, why don’t you
bring Aaron down and see if you can help the boys get their chores done early.” 
“Yes ma’am,” Brian said dutifully, then punched Aaron in the shoulder. “Let’s go find those two
runts.” 
Jacob and his wife watched as the two boys, now practically grown men ran off toward the house
and Tarnath silently watched the expressions on their faces. They were proud parents and they loved their children dearly. Jacob and Mariel had always been kind and generous to him and Aaron over the years. 
Good people, genuine folk, Tarnath thought, and he liked them a lot, but he noticed something else in their eyes, as though they were troubled. 
“Tarnath,” Jacob turned to him with a serious look. “We need to talk.” 
“What’s on yer mind, Jacob?” 
“It’s my lad, Brian. He’s got some fool notion of goin' off to become a fighting man. He’s got it in
his head that he wants to be some kind of hero like in the stories.” 
“A hero, huh?” Tarnath raised an eyebrow, skeptically. 
“He’s got the bug to go, and I don’t think he’s going to stay round more than another harvest or so.” 
Jacob sighed and clenched his hands and Tarnath could tell his thoughts were weighing heavily upon him. 
“When did the lad suddenly get interested in killing folks and making wars?” he asked. 
“I don’t think he’s thought that part through yet. He got talkin' to some of Lord Kaleb’s men at the
tavern in town last year during the harvest festival. They told him all sorts of stories about this city and that place, how they travel and such, meeting lords and doing battle. It’s the same as what happened with my brother, Will. 
“In the days when he used to come visit us, I made him promise not to tell the boys how he made his
living. It all sounds very grand but I could tell from the look in my own brother’s eyes that it was a hard life. I tried to protect my boys from that world but it didn’t help. I turned around for only a moment and there Brian was, talking with a couple of Lord Kaleb’s men eating up tales of crazed battles and fair
maidens, all that sort of rubbish that gets a fool killed.” 
“So Brian wants to become a soldier, does he?” Tarnath commented more to himself than to Jacob. 
He shook his head pensively as the farmer continued. 
“It’s all he talked about all winter long. I had to make him promise to keep his ideas from the
younger boys. I don’t want them all running off to get killed. And, just to make things worse, I hear there’s now trouble brewing,” Jacob told him. Mariel’s expression had grown more concerned as her husband
spoke and she aired her fears as well. 
“Some soldiers passed through here a few days ago, on their way to join up with Lord Kaleb," she
said. "They claimed there might be a war brewing with the Xallan Empire. I don’t pretend to know what the Lords are about but it’s looking to be serious. They’ve got kingsmen from the city of Maramyr all over the countryside looking to recruit boys just like my Brian. You see the problem?” 
“Well Jacob, Mariel, I see the problem but I don’t know quite how to help you.” 
“Well, me and the missus were thinking you could talk to the boy. Let him know how hard a life it is
and that it isn’t all fun and glory. We know he looks up to you, and he might listen if you tell him, on
account that you used to be a soldier,” Jacob said. Tarnath was not sure if his words of warning would
make much difference if Brian was already set on the soldier's life, but if the young man was going to go down that road, it would be better that he knew what he was getting into. 
“Once a soldier, always a soldier,” he said, thinking of the battles he had seen in his younger days, 
the memories of which now made him feel very old. “I’ll talk to him, but if he’s determined to go, he’ll
go. Such is the way of things. You know that.” 
“We do,” Jacob said. “We already think he will go anyway, but it’s worth trying to talk some sense
into him. We’re grateful already that you taught him the things you did last year, though it was for
defending the farm. If he goes off to war, then he'll need every skill.” 
The previous summer, Jacob had asked if Tarnath would take Brian up to the steading for a time and
let him train with Aaron, learning the basics of fighting. Mariel had been against it, but there had already been rumors of trouble in the countryside, and Jacob was something of a pragmatist. He knew that Brian
was likely to get involved in any fighting if it broke out in the lands near where they lived. That was just the kind of boy Brian was. Tarnath considered it a wise decision on Jacob’s part to see his son learn a
thing or two, even if the purpose was to defend the family farm from brigands, who always showed up
during times of strife. Tarnath nodded thoughtfully. Jacob and his wife Mariel were sensible folk, who
knew the things they could control and knew the things they could not. 
“I’ll do my best to put the fear of steel into him,” Tarnath assured them and deftly whipped a dagger
from his sleeve, twirled it in the air then caught it again. “And if he won’t listen to reason, I’ll teach him a few things that might keep him from harm’s way.” Tarnath winked at the farmer and the dagger
disappeared again from his hand. 
“Thank you, Tarnath. We’re grateful for all that you’ve done for us already,” Jacob told him. 
“Nonsense,” Tarnath said with a smile. “Mariel makes the best blackberry pies in all the land and
with that as my reward, you need a favor from me, all you have to do is ask!” 
Mariel smiled at the compliment. She felt a little better knowing that Tarnath would look out for her
son. 
“I take it you’re going into town for the Spring Festival?” she asked. 
“That we are,” Tarnath replied. 
“We were planning to go tomorrow, but if the boys are finished with the cellar, then there’s no
reason we shouldn’t all go together,” Jacob said. 
“Always happy for the company of good folks, especially one as lovely and charming as your wife, 
Jacob,” Tarnath said and smiled at them both. 
“Oh, you old devil,” Mariel said. “I’ll leave you men to catch up and go see how the boys are
coming along with their chores.” 
Jacob pulled a leather pouch out of his pocket unrolled it, revealing his own pipe. He took a pinch
of the brown leaf and tossed Tarnath the pouch. Inside, there was just enough leaf for him as well, and he smiled at the man's generosity. 
“Thank you, very kindly,” he said and stuffed the pipe then fumbled around in his pocket for his
flint. 
As the two men smoked and talked of recent news, Tarnath wondered about what Jacob had told
him. If soldiers from the city were already recruiting through the countryside, then things were definitely brewing up quickly. Over the past few years, he had heard good things about Lord Kaleb whose lands
served as the frontier between those that swore fealty to the throne of Maramyr, and those of the Xallan
Empire to the east. Maramyr was a great kingdom that spanned from the northern mountain ranges that
bordered the lands of Kandara, to the Ansari deserts in the south and from the Xallan reaches in the east all the way to the impenetrable dark and forbidden Elven forests in the west. Tarnath had devoted most of his life and all of his years as a soldier to the defense of the lands of Maramyr, keeping the peace between the nobles, and he knew it the signs of war very well. If the Xallans were indeed planning a campaign, it would bode very ill for this entire region, which was almost directly in the path between the two lands. 
The Xallans had always been territorially ambitious but had long been respectful of Maramyrian
borders and they had not attacked Maramyr in almost a generation. Even then, it had been a short-lived
campaign, one in which Tarnath had fought when he was a much younger man, but that battle had not been
won with steel alone. The war had been ended through the actions of the old King, with help from
powerful friends who worked to stop the tide of war before it engulfed both the lands. He knew that the
Xallan Empire was a strange and mysterious land with many legions of soldiers, but their internal politics were constantly changing and so was their resolve for war. For generations, whatever problems there had
been with the Xallans in the past they were usually handled by representatives of the Council of Mages, 
who had long served the nobles, working at diplomatic solutions, while rarely becoming directly
involved. Such had long been the way of mages, but the Council no longer held sway in Maramyr and had
been all but disbanded years ago, and Tarnath wondered who might dispel the tensions now, if war
threatened to rise again, without the wise guidance of the Council. 
Tarnath had not thought about that collection of magically gifted men and women for some years. 
After the death of King Gregory and Queen Aria, the mages had fallen into disarray amid accusations that
magic had been involved in the demise of the king and queen. The king’s brother Cerric had become
Regent and his first act was to banish the Council members from the crown city of Maramyr and it was not
long before mages were unwelcome in most parts of the kingdom. Eventually, that tide had turned but
things had changed from the old ways. The last Tarnath had heard, a new priesthood had risen among
many of the mages, and its members had been working their way into positions of power all over the
kingdom over recent years. 
The old armsmaster scowled when he remembered that King Gregory’s brother Cerric, was Regent
in Maramyr. By law, Cerric ruled the kingdom until his niece, the princess Ariana, would be old enough
to take the throne, which should be soon. Tarnath remembered Cerric from his own days at Maramyr and
recalled how he had never been particularly impressed with the man. Tarnath had always though there
was something sneaky about him, something he could not trust, but as far as he could tell, he had ruled the Maramyrian kingdom efficiently and kept the peace over the years, for the most part. Still, if there was a chance that the Xallan Empire was on the move, then not just Cerric, but the kingdom of Maramyr and its
people would soon be tested. Tarnath did not relish the thought of the hardships that such a course of
events would bring to regular folks like Jacob and his family. The two men spoke for a time, and the boys returned shortly, finished their chores and eager to go into the nearby town. 


*****
On the road to Ashford, Aaron and Brian rode ahead of the two wagons that respectively carried
Tarnath and the rest of Brian’s family. The boys told them they would ride vanguard to make sure the road was safe. Brian was armed only with his large hunting knife and he jealously eyed the sword and
scabbard that hung from Aaron’s belt. He had only held a real sword once, when Tarnath had taught the
boys the basics of weaponry one summer a few years back, and let each of them hold a sword in their
hand, to feel the weight of it and to test the sharpness of the blade. He then wrapped it back up in the oiled leather that protected it and put it away. 
When Tarnath had given him the sword, Aaron had not thought much of it, as he had been busy
trying to defend himself at the time, but Brian was very much taken with the blade and wished he had one. 
Aaron was willing to let him carry it for a while, but Brian had suggested they should ride ahead, up the road a ways, out of sight from his parents. 
“So, he gave it to you to keep?” Brian asked, hefting the steel blade. 
“I suppose he did,” Aaron said. 
“That’s a real honor. A guy like Tarnath, who was royal armsmaster of Maramyr, gave you a
sword. Was there a ceremony? Did you kneel or something like that?” 
Aaron knew from the many books he had read as part of the studies Tarnath made him do, that his
friend was thinking of a ceremony where a lord or a king would grant someone a title. He did not think
that there were too many ceremonies about the granting of swords. As far as he knew, they were usually
handed out at armories when war was afoot, or in some cases, they were made especially by a master
armorer, a smith who specialized in making quality weapons, armor and other implements of battle. He
felt badly about dispelling Brian’s notions but he also did not want his friend to have the wrong
impression of such things. 
“No,” Aaron told him. “He told me to pick it up and I did.” 
“That's all?” 
“I think you are mistaking being knighted with getting a sword,” Aaron said. 
“Oh,” Brian said, a slight frown crossing his face. But then he brightened up and hefted the sword in
the air. “One day I’ll have a sword like this and I’ll be a knight.” 
“You think so?” Aaron asked. 
“That’s my plan,” Brian told him. 
“But what about your folks, and the farm?” Aaron asked. 
Before they had met up with each other, Tarnath had mentioned his talk with Brian’s parents and
had and asked him to do what he could to help discourage Brian from running off to become a soldier. 
Aaron had read enough history books to know a little more about the dangers of fighting. When they were
working the small forge and the old man would his shirt off, he was regularly reminded of the dangers of
war by the ugly scars across his uncle's back and torso, ugly and twisted marks that he had earned through years of fighting, more than one of which, Tarnath had told him, had nearly killed him. As much as Aaron
was not particularly fearful of things and thought that if he was ever attacked, he would not be afraid to fight back, he did not wish to see anyone he cared about have to endure the kinds of pains and horrors that Tarnath had seen. Sometimes, when Tarnath’s mind would wander back to the battles he had fought, 
Aaron saw a look on his face that was terribly grim, a look that was in sharp contrast to the expression of excited wonderment that Brian now wore. 
“You know, Aaron, do you ever wonder about what it's like out there, beyond the next town?” 
“Beyond Ashford? More trees I’d imagine,” Aaron said with a shrug. 
“No, no, like what other towns and cities and different sorts of people are out there and what they're
like.” Brian tossed the sword back to Aaron, who caught it easily and retied its scabbard to his belt. Brian pulled out his knife and halved an apple that he took from his pocket, one of the few that had survived the winter. He tossed a piece to Aaron, who mused about the many things he had learned from his books and
from Tarnath's stories over the years. 
“Well, I know that southwest of here is the crown city of Maramyr. That’s the center of the
kingdom. Far to the south is a great desert, which is said to be the hottest place in the world. It goes all the way to the sea, a little to the west, out among the waves, there’s an island called Meer where the people are all pirates, brigands of the sea, who sail around the ocean attacking other ships and stealing their
treasure. There is also the mountain kingdom of Kandara to the north and the forests of Elvanar, far to the west. There are lots of places out there.” 
“I want to see them all,” Brian said as he crunched the rest of his apple and spit out the seeds. 
“How come you know so much about the world? You and Tarnath never leave that cottage of yours except
to come here or go to Ashford. I know about Maramyr. Everyone knows about the Crown City, and there's
the lands of the Xallan Empire to the east of here, which you forgot about, but an island of pirates? Are you making that stuff up?” 
“Tarnath makes me read all kinds of books in the winter, when it’s too cold to go outside. Most of
them are pretty boring, but it’s better than staring at the seasons. There’s a lot of who married this person and who won what battle where. He even made me start learning different languages. He said it’s basic
training, but I have never met anyone from most of the places I have read about or who speaks any of the
languages I have learned. Like you said, we never leave.” Aaron sighed. 
“Yeah, well I’m going,” Brian told him. He had a determined expression, that stubborn look that he
got when he had decided on something and would not be dissuaded. Aaron knew he had not done much of
a job to talk him out of pursuing the soldier’s life and he hoped that maybe Tarnath would have better
luck. 
“Where are you going to go?” Aaron asked him. Maybe if he thought about it a little more, Brian
might realize that it was no small thing just to run off and join the army. 
“I don’t know. I’m going to sign up with Lord Kaleb. I hear that he’ll train you to fight and after that
you have to serve with his guard for five years, then if you’re good, you get a commission and you can go where you want. I’ll bet there are dukes, barons, earls and other such all over the kingdom looking for a good soldier,” he said. 
“But you’re a farmer. There are crops to harvest and work to be done,” Aaron said, trying one more
time. He knew how much Brian hated farm work and that his argument would probably not work. He
continued more seriously. “What does your father think about your plan?” 
“Yeah, right. Pa’s got my brothers to help him. You saw how big they’re getting. And they love the
farm! Soon, he won’t have to do anything except send them out to the fields and let them do all the work. 
I’ve made up my mind. I’m goin'.” 
“When?” asked Aaron. 
“Soon. I’m thinking I should stay around the farm for harvest to help out but I don’t think I can
handle another winter cooped up out there.” 
“So you’re sure of it. Your father won’t forbid it?” Aaron asked him. 
“Nah, I talked to him. You want to know a secret? My uncle Will is a kind of soldier too. He’s an
archer somewhere up north. He guards a forest though. I can’t imagine why. What’s to guard, some trees? 
Maybe a rabbit or two? I might go see him if Lord Kaleb doesn’t take me on and if he won’t let me be a
soldier, then I’ll go to the crown city of Maramyr and knock on the door to the palace itself.” 
*****
That night, a cool breeze swept down from the northern mountains toward Maramyr. The many
torches and lamps that lit the maze of the Crown City’ streets and buildings flickered in the darkness. A window shutter on the top floor of an inn clattered briefly and was stilled by a gloved hand. With deft
silence, a lithe figure clothed in black swung in through the window and leather-padded feet landed softly on the floorboards with barely a sound. Atop a small table, a candle near the end of its wick guttered in the last bits of wax, its faint light illuminating the figure in black and a pair of green eyes glittered in the flickering flame. 
The intruder carefully unwrapped the black cloth to reveal a mass of curls the color of light honey
and the fresh and beautiful face of a young woman. Ariana heard the sound of approaching footsteps from
behind the heavy wooden door to the room. The metallic scraping of a key entering the lock told her that
the room’s occupant was returning and she casually took a seat at the small table atop which the candle
flickered. Ariana looked at the candle and focused her thoughts on it, and its wax reformed with a new
taper, one that would last for many more hours. This would likely be a long visit. 
The door opened and a young man, tall and lanky, all but tripped through the door. Ariana laughed
quietly and he glanced over at her with a scowl then he closed the door quickly behind him. He put the
key in the lock and turned it. 
“How fare you, master mage?” Ariana put her elbow on the table and smiled. 
“I am fine, princess. I won’t ask how you got in here but I suppose it’s time for your lesson,” he
said, his voice to a near whisper. He walked to the window and closed the shutter. A raven landed on a
nearby rooftop and watched as the warm light from the window was blocked. It squawked once, then
flapped its dark wings and circled upward over the city. 


*****
At the palace, Regent-King Cerric tapped his foot impatiently as the black robed mage finished his
conjuring. In the water of the chalice, the image of the closed window faded showing only the clear liquid glistening coldly. Cerric hated the fact that he needed Dakar. He hated that his own magic was too weak
to manage the simple scrying spell that the mage priest before him had effected so effortlessly. 
“What is your opinion, Dakar?” the King asked, his voice hard with displeasure. The mage turned
to look at the man who still foolishly thought he was his sovereign. 
“I know of this mageling. She has visited him before,” Dakar told him. 
“And?” Cerric asked impatiently. 
“He is young and not very powerful. He might teach her a few tricks, nothing more. I have watched
her closely and she has yet to demonstrate anything beyond the simplest of magics. Still, she is young and so is her power.” Dakar’s dry voice hung in the air. Cerric grunted disapprovingly. 
Few people had known that Ariana’s father, King Gregor and Cerric’s own half-brother, had been a
powerful mage. It was a secret that King Gregor had kept from all but his own family and closest
advisors. His brother Cerric, however, was far less gifted and that fact had always grated on him. He felt slighted and jealous that his brother was graced not only with the throne, but also the power to become a mage, while he himself had been denied both. Still, Gregor’s magic had not saved him and now, Cerric
not only ruled the kingdom, but he had at his command the powerful, if not sometimes distasteful, 
assistance of Dakar and his order of mage-priests. 
“Then you suggest I allow this to continue?” Cerric asked blandly. 
Dakar had long known of Cerric’s discomfort towards magic and he used Cerric’s sentiments to
foster his royal support of the priesthood, whose mission it was to bring all mages into its fold, where
they could be controlled. Cerric was a savvy regent who wanted to be king, and Dakar knew that as much
as his order sought to manipulate him, the game was being played both ways. Cerric had supported the
priesthood with the agreement that he himself would become a central figure in the new religion. That was the deal that Cerric had struck with the order of mage priests. Dakar had taken up the task of preparing the regent in the ways of the new religion, serving as his spiritual and magical advisor. It was a necessary
arrangement, and though Dakar found Cerric to be a wholly distasteful man, they both agreed on one thing. 
The princess would become a threat once her powers matured. 
“I will keep watch on her and soon, when the time is right, we will invite her to Blue Island. The
Priesthood will gladly make her an acolyte,” Dakar suggested. 
Cerric grinned cruelly. He knew what the priests did to mages of power, once they had them in their
clutches. He often wondered if Dakar too had been ensnared like the rest of the priesthood, or if somehow he was permitted some greater amount of freedom due to his required presence at the Maramyrian court. 
Sadly, Cerric lacked the power to tell if his own personal mage priest acted of his own accord or was
directed by his brethren. It did not matter. He would find out soon enough. When the priests kept their side of the bargain, he would have his own power, enough to rival that of any mage, priest or otherwise. That
had been the promise of the book. 
“You would train her?” Cerric asked, sounding the concerned supportive uncle, and good loyal
disciple. Dakar did not believe his act in the slightest but he played along regardless. 
“Oh yes. That way, you may also be sure that she will come to see the wisdom of your, and our, 
plans. The Priesthood would be most honoured.” Dakar’s face remained ambiguous though his mind raced
through myriad agendas that would become possible with the Crown Princess in his hands. 
He would not tell the regent King how truly gifted his niece was. She could prove more difficult to
manage, the longer they waited, but he knew they must. To remove her now though, before the Priesthood
was truly in control of Maramyr, might disrupt other plans. No, dealing with the Princess could wait, for now. Dakar smiled at his next thought. She would be broken in due course and the fool, Cerric would no
longer be an obstacle. 
*****
It took the better part of the afternoon for the party to reach the town of Ashford but the sun was still high in the sky as they arrived at the home of Brian’s aunt. Rosa, who was Jacob’s older sister, lived in a medium sized house at the edge of town. Aaron had been there a few times over the years. It was a modest
place, with a small yard and a garden, but it had a stable big enough for the six horses and room around
back for the two wagons. She was able to keep the place up by working as a seamstress, sewing dresses
for the local women in exchange for various goods or if the house needed some work done, the same
women would send their husbands or brothers to help out. The small jobs she did had provided for her
and she seemed content living in Ashford. As they rode up to the gate, Rosa rushed out of the house to
greet them, and Aaron noticed that her eyes lit up a little more when she spotted Tarnath. 
“Boys! Jacob, Mariel, welcome!” she cried merrily. “Tarnath, glad to see you all came to visit. 
Come in. I’ve got food ready and I thought we might be seeing you so I made enough for everyone.” She
ushered her brother and his wife into the house and gave Tarnath an expectant look. 
“Rosa,” Tarnath greeted her. “Always a pleasure. We’ll be right along after we get these horses
stabled and clean ourselves up.” 
“I’ll pour some wine,” she told him. “I am sure you must be thirsty.” Tarnath smiled even though he
preferred ale. She always served him wine, and he always drank it. 
“That would be lovely,” he said, graciously. “Thank you.” 
She smiled back at him then went in the house to finish greeting Jacob and Mariel and making them
feel at home. Tarnath turned to look at Aaron, Brian and the two twins, Diller and Jake. 
“All right boys, let’s tether the horses and get the wagons settled.” Tarnath spied a rain barrel next
to the house. The water would be cold but it would serve them well enough to get presentable for some of
Rosa’s famous cooking, something which Tarnath did like, and had enjoyed on more than one occasion. 
Once they had secured the wagons and refreshed themselves, they all piled into the house and sat at
the big table in the main room. Rosa had prepared a feast for their arrival and she had also set out some of her finest settings. She seemed to take especial care to make sure that Tarnath had enough food and that
his cup was topped off with wine, for which he was most gracious. It had been years since her husband
had left Rosa a widow and almost as many years that she had held a fancy for the retired old armsmaster. 
No doubt she would want him to stay the night, as he might have done on more than one occasion during
his visits to Ashford, but he was not sure he wanted everyone else to know about it. The sleeping
arrangements would be tight as she only had one spare room in which Jacob and Mariel would stay. The
boys would likely sleep outside in the hayloft and Tarnath suggested that it might be better if he and Aaron tried to find a room at an inn but Rosa refused to hear any of it. Tarnath could sleep on the large sofa in the main room of the house if he wished, or he could share a bed with her. That suggestion brought some
color to the old man’s cheeks. Aaron did not think he had ever seen Tarnath blush. 
CHAPTER THREE
Then next morning, Aaron set out with Brian and his two younger brothers to wander through the
town. After much opposition then finally gracious thanks from Brian’s father, Tarnath had given each of
them a gold coin and, with these small fortunes gripped tightly in their hands, they went looking for
adventure, and possibly a few gifts for the spring festival. A gold coin was enough to cover a week’s
worth of shopping, or drinking, for that matter, so Tarnath gave them a wink and made them promise to
have fun. Brian’s mother, of course, made them promise not to have too much fun. 
In the town square, merchants had set up booths and tents, peddling their various wares. The scent
of exotic spices and foods filled the air and the boys wandered aimlessly together. They were to meet
Tarnath and Brian’s parents at one of the nicer local inns for a midday meal, which gave them plenty of
time to explore. They walked among the many townsfolk who had gathered for the festival and saw a
number of soldiers dressed in the red and gold colors of the King's Army and bearing the standard from a
nearby barony. Brian wondered if they might be Lord Kaleb’s men, but Aaron was pretty sure that they
were not. They walked past a feverish looking man in a black robe who was speaking to a small crowd
that had gathered. He did not look like his voice was raised, but Brian noticed that he could hear the
man’s voice as though he were whispering in his ear. 
“The One Book reveals the truth of the One God who will come, who will walk among us and by
our humble devotion and obedience raise us up as his army that we may dominate the heavens and the
lands under the divine leadership of he, our supreme deity.” The black-robe said as they passed. Brian
noticed Aaron holding the side of his head and wincing as though he were in some pain. 
“Are you okay, Aaron?” Brian asked. Aaron nodded, though he still looked miserable. 
“I felt like, I don’t know, almost as though I was getting a headache.” Aaron shook his head and the
pounding in his head began to recede as the priests moved further away. “It’s going away now.” Brian
raised an eyebrow. 
“You’re supposed to get the headache after we drink the cask of ale, not before,” he joked. Aaron
smiled at his friend. Brian was always one for setting sensible priorities. 
The spring festival would last several days and each day would bring a new caravan and different
things to see and buy, but they decided to save their gold until they had seen as many things as possible. It was almost midday by the time they found their way to the Inn of the Hungry Lion and the boys decided to
enter and find a place to sit. It was typically dark inside but well furnished and clean. Travellers sat at the bar, resting from their various journeys to town from the surrounding countryside. The boys decided that
their first order of business would be to ask for something to quench their thirst, so they took a seat at a long table near to the bar and waited to be served. The innkeeper himself came over to their table, eyeing them just a little suspiciously. 
“I hope you young gentlemen have brought enough coppers to cover your meals. I run an up-scale
house here, the best fare in town,” he said, raising a sceptical eyebrow at them. 
A patron sitting nearby chuckled. 
“It’s the only fare in town,” he joked. The innkeeper scowled at him. 
“Which means it’s the best,” the innkeeper said tersely. 
With that, all four of them proudly placed each of their coins on the table before them, the yellow
metal gleaming dully on the dark, worn wood. 
“Ah, gold it is, fine sirs. We don’t see much of that in these parts, though it is festival time. You’ll
have to let me fetch my strongbox of silvers and coppers if you’re going to pay with those, unless, of
course you’re planning to sit here drinking for a week.” He smiled and in a visibly improved mood took
their orders and hurried off to the kitchen. 
Brian stretched and leaned back into the heavy wood back of his seat. 
“Ah, a little money, a little respect.” He grinned. “All you need is a few gold sovereigns and you
get treated like a lord.” 
“Very impressive,” Aaron told him, though he thought Brian might just be thinking of his dreams of
the future. 
“Yeah, too bad no one’s impressed,” Jake quipped. “We all got a gold coin each, so we all get
respect!” 
The twins nodded to each other in serious agreement. Brian scowled at them then his attention was
drawn away as he looked across to a nearby table. 
“Now there’s someone I’d like to impress,” he said and Aaron looked. 
A large man and a young woman had just sat down. The man was a warrior of some sort, and from
some faraway place. Though his clothes were of very fine make, they did not resemble anything that
would be worn in the lands of Maramyr, and certainly not Ashford. He was big, too and it looked like
he’d seen some scrapes, a fact that was further attested to by the score marks on the massive battle-axe
that leaned against his table. Aaron noticed the girl who had caught Brian’s eye. She was much younger
than the man and very pretty, though she too seemed different from the local girls, though less foreign. 
Something about her made him wonder if she might not be someone important, especially since the man
with her, who looked like he might be her father, had an air of command about him. Aaron caught the girl
looking in his direction and he quickly averted his eyes so as not to be caught staring. However, Brian
was clearly smitten and was shamelessly gawking at her. Aaron noticed the big warrior glance over in
their direction and he kicked his friend under the table. 
“You might not want to stare,” he warned. “That guy looks pretty tough and who knows how
protective he might be of his daughter.” 
“I can’t help it, she’s beautiful!” Brian said, oblivious to what could easily become a very tense
situation. His brothers laughed at him. 
“Brian, you say that about every girl you meet,” Diller teased. 
The serving maid appeared with their drinks just as Tarnath and Jacob arrived. The boys were just
about to reach for the frothy mugs of ale when they saw their father walk up to the table. 
“I see my boys have started to acquire certain tastes.” He looked disapprovingly at the young twins, 
who quickly slid their mugs in front of Brian and Aaron as though they hadn't been drinking. Tarnath
chuckled and said to the serving maid. 
“Make that two more, would you lass,” he said with a wry smile. 
“Certainly,” she said, then hurried off to the kitchen. 
Tarnath plunked himself down next to Aaron with a tired sigh and Jacob pulled up a chair across
from his boys and took two of the mugs and put them back in front of his younger sons. 
“Not a word about this to your mother,” he said simply. 
The twins, Jake and Diller, were wide-eyed in surprise and they reached excitedly for their drinks
but Jacob held up his hand. 
“But you’ll wait until we all have our cups,” he told them. The boys nodded, obediently. It was
enough that their father was permitting them to drink ale with him. They would happily wait. 
“Some things taste better, when one's mother isn't around,” Tarnath said to the boys with a chuckle
as he tugged on his beard. Out of the corner of his eye, Aaron noticed the big man at the next table get up from his seat and come toward them. He was massive, a bear of a man and he had a mean look to his face. 
Brian had also noticed the sheer size of him, much bigger than he was, and now he no longer dared to
stare at the girl. 
“You son of a whore!” the man exclaimed, pounding his fist on their table. The boys’ drinks jumped
from the impact, spilling froth. Aaron thought the man had finally lost his patience with Brian, but then he noticed that he was instead staring at Tarnath. 
Tarnath pushed his chair back abruptly and rose to his full height, his body tensed as though he were
preparing for a fight, but he did not reach for his sword. He took a step around Jacob and, the big man did the same. The two of them squared off and sized each other up, then both of them grinned at each other and reached out their hands. The oversized stranger laughed and grabbed Tarnath in a massive embrace. 
“If there was someone I never expected to meet in this back woods!” he exclaimed. “Master
Tarnath, well met.” 
“Matthius, welcome. I thought you were still down at Aglhar? What brings you into the hills of
Maramyr?” Tarnath asked. 
“Just passing through, old friend,” he replied. “We’re on our way to the crown city.” 
“Will you stay the night?” Tarnath asked. 
“Yes, we’ve a room here,” he said, “then back on the road come morning, though perhaps we’ll
leave a little later if we get into our cups like old times.” 
Tarnath turned back to his companions at the table and introduced the man to everyone. 
“Matthius, this is Jacob, his sons Brian, Diller and Jake, and my nephew Aaron. Gentlemen, this is
Matthius Brennanson, a former student of mine,” he said. 
Aaron wondered at first why he had never heard of the big man but Tarnath rarely talked about the
events of his old life during the days when he was armsmaster to the king. Matthius shook everyone’s
hand in turn, and even though he now wore a broad smile on his face, his oversized grip was no less
intimidating. 
“Ehlena, come over here,” he called to the girl at his table. “We’re going to dine with an old friend
of mine. This is my god-daughter, Ehlena,” he explained as she came over to join them. 
Matthius glanced over at Brian as if to drive the point home that she was his responsibility and that
he would also be watching her carefully. It seemed that he had noticed his obvious staring earlier. Brian’s brothers also caught the look and they laughed, while their older brother’s face turned red in
embarrassment. 
Ehlena sat down at the table and nodded politely to all the boys around her. They were all doing
their best not to stare at her though they were failing miserably and the situation quickly became awkward for them all. Aaron smiled at the girl and extended his hand. 
“Pleased to meet you,” he said. “I’m Aaron.” 
“Ehlena,” she replied and clasped his hand for a brief moment. 
Her cool, pale skin was soft against his rough, weathered hand and Aaron looked at her more
closely now. He could see why Brian had been staring. The girl was very pretty, her beauty subdued in an
elusive kind of way that reminded him of the morning dew or a wisp of cloud dancing in a blue sky. Here
eyes were deep blue, almost like the clear water of a mountain lake, or perhaps the ocean, though Aaron
had never seen the ocean before. Brian kicked him in the leg and Aaron realized that he was now the one
staring. He quickly introduced her to the others at the table while Tarnath and Matthius became engaged in conversation. 
“What are you doing here in Ashford, Matthius? It’s a bit out of the way from the road to Maramyr.” 
“I thought I might drop in on Kaleb.” The man shrugged. "Apparently he’s having some problems
with Cerric, something about requisitions for the army and some serious diplomatic problems with the
Xallans. It could mean trouble for these parts.” 
“What news of that?” Tarnath asked. 
“The Xallan Army has begun to mass, in greater numbers than we’ve seen in years. Queen Calexis
sent some of her soldiers out last year against some of the small kingdoms to their east and wiped them off the map. She is consolidating her power and I wouldn’t be surprised if it isn’t very long before the
Xallans decide for a push westward.” 
“Calexis, eh?” Tarnath asked. “I thought Nerak was King of the Xallans.” 
Matthius shook his head. 
“No, he died. Poisoned, is what I've heard. It wasn’t long before Calexis took over.” Matthius
raised an eyebrow at Tarnath’s puzzled look. 
“You have been out of things for a while haven’t you, old friend?” Matthius commented then began
to explain. “Calexis is the youngest daughter of the late King Nerak. It is rumored that her mother was a witch that Nerak dallied with years ago. Whatever the case, the story goes that one morning, the King’s
servants went to rouse old Nerak and found him dead. His skin was said to have been the most gruesome
shade of purple, clearly from some exotic poison. 
“For a almost a month, Nerak’s sons bickered over the throne. His eldest, Kerak won out over the
others and was even King for a day, until Calexis had him killed. All in all, Nerak had twenty-three
children and they all met the same fate in a matter of weeks until only Calexis remained. With the help of her mother, the witch Tersis, Calexis’ own network of spies and assassins, and with no one left to get in her way, she took the throne easily. Her first order was to give the priesthood state sanction for their
religion. Her second order was for the army to begin conscripting. She’s an ambitious one, that Calexis, 
and from all accounts, more vicious than an Ansari viper. For the final act in her gambit for total rule, Calexis also killed her own mother, removing the last person who could even dream of challenging her
authority.” 
Tarnath shook his head, pondering Matthius’ story. As he man had said, he truly had been away
from the affairs of the world for too long and it sounded as though the peace that had been enjoyed for
nearly a generation, a peace that he had fought for so long ago, might be coming to an end. He wondered
about Kaleb’s problems and whether the small farming community of Ashford would be affected. 
“You said Kaleb’s having some troubles?” Tarnath asked. 
“The story I’ve heard is that Cerric, the Regent of Maramyr or Regent-King as he likes to be called, 
has ordered an increase in taxes from all the lords and that he has also sent out requests that they begin conscripting men for the Maramyrian Army, most likely to counter the threat from Xalla. Apparently
Cerric isn’t happy with the numbers Kaleb has been sending so a few weeks ago, he rescinded Kaleb’s
title and granted his lands to some other lord by the name of Manfred, a baron or something. To put it
mildly, Kaleb’s in a spot of trouble. It’s common knowledge that he barely taxes his lands and his people around these parts apparently love him for it, but it has left his local garrison weak and poorly supplied. 
The word is, Manfred is already raising a force to depose Kaleb and remove him from his lands.” 
“I can’t imagine even Cerric could get away with this without the support of the Royal Council of
Maramy. He’s only the Regent,” Tarnath mused aloud. 
“From what I have heard, things have changed at the capital, old friend. Kaleb went to Maramyr to
seek an audience with the court and Cerric’s men tried to arrest him.” Matthius told him. “Over the last
few years, the council has slowly become a collection of Cerric’s puppets. A few capable members
remain, but they have little sway. Cerric's rule is almost absolute, and even though he is not technically king, he certainly has become a tyrant.” 
“What of the princess?” Tarnath asked. 
“She is almost of age to take the throne,” Matthius said. “But we’ll see if Cerric permits it. He
keeps her fairly isolated and she has very little support from the rest of the nobility.” 
“That’s a shame,” Tarnath commented, tugging on his beard. “When is this Manfred expected to
move on Kaleb?” 
“Soon, I expect,” Matthius said with a grim look. 
“So you’re going to help him get his head knocked off?” Tarnath shook his head. 
“I’m going to do what I can keep that from happening. Kaleb’s an old friend. He’s a good fighter
and loyal to the crown of Maramyr. If Calexis and her Xallans are contemplating a move on Maramyr, 
Kaleb’s just the man to drive them back. 
“Well, I hope it works out and the peace is kept for everyone,” Tarnath told him. “I’m surely glad I
left that world a long time ago and I don’t want those kinds of problems showing up on my doorstep.” 
“You never did tell me why you left, Tarnath,” Matthius said with a questioning look. “I know you
didn’t get along with Cerric but everybody else respected you.” 
Aaron listened a little more closely, curious to hear the big man talk about Tarnath’s days at the
crown city. Tarnath noticed Aaron’s ears perking up along with everyone else at the table. 
“I don’t think much about those days anymore,” Tarnath told him. “I got old, tired and decided to
retire.” 
He hoped Matthius would catch the hint that he preferred not to discuss such things. Matthius’s
massive frame and his deep, rumbling voice made him seem a little bit slow at first, but the sharp look in his eyes betrayed the fact that he was extremely intelligent. His words had confirmed it, but now he
dropped back into acting more like a big, gruff, lout, dropping the question. 
“You’ve always been old, Tarnath, but tired? Never!” He laughed. “Well I’m glad to see you’re
keeping well.” 
The innkeeper came over to the table to ask if they needed anything else and they were about to
order another round of ale when the door opened and a weasely-looking man in fine clothes, accompanied
by a group of liveried soldiers, entered the main room of the inn. The man unrolled a piece of parchment
and began to read the words inscribed on it. 
“By authority of the Crown and by lawful treaty, these lands and the peoples herein now fall to
serve Baron Manfred of Kellern. It is his wishes that all person’s report forthwith to the town square for census and bring the sum of two silver each. Anyone failing to do as hereby requested, will be detained
by his Lord’s men. Once counted, all able-bodied men are instructed to remain for listing in the new
regional militia.” 
While the man read his scroll, the soldiers began to move through the bar, removing patrons from
their seats and ushering them towards the door. When they reached the table, Jacob and his sons were
already on their feet, ready to move toward the door as the man had instructed, waiting while a number of patrons crowded past their table. Matthius eyed his pack and the large axe he had brought with him, but
his attention shifted when one of the soldiers rounded their table and slapped the flat of his sword to
Ehlena’s backside. 
“Get moving wench,” the man barked. 
Mattius turned and looked at the man who now stood directly in front of him. He rose to his full
height and the big man was nearly a head taller than the liveried soldier, and nearly twice as wide. 
“Friend,” he said. “You should not have done that.” 
He punched the soldier square in the face, knocking him flat on the ground. The little man with the
scroll saw what happened and yelled for his men to attack then he ran out the inn’s door as the soldiers
headed for the commotion. Matthius took on two more of the soldiers and sent one of them flying over the
bar. The rest of the soldiers, eight more in total, advanced toward them with their swords drawn, ready to fight. 
“Jacob, you take your boys and get to your sister’s house. You don’t want any part of this.” Tarnath
said as he pulled his sword from its sheath. “Go out the back, through the kitchen. And take the girl with you.” 
“No, she stays with me,” Mattius said. “Ehlena, stand back. We will take care of this.” 
Jacob knew he would not be much help against trained soldiers and he hustled his two younger sons
toward the inn’s kitchen. He looked back, hesitating at the door, when he realised that Brian was not
following him. 
“You too Brian!” Tarnath barked. 
“I’m staying,” he said stubbornly and pulled his long dagger, his eyes fixed on the oncoming
soldiers. 
Tarnath nodded at Jacob as if to tell him that he would look out for Brian but it seemed the young
man was destined to fight and there was little he could do about that. He turned to Aaron, thinking of his own duty as the young man's guardian. 
“Aaron, it would be best if you don’t fight these men, but I’m not going to tell you what to do.” 
“I’ll stay,” Aaron told him. He drew the sword that hung at his waist and stood ready for the
approaching soldiers. 
“Try not to kill any of them,” Tarnath said to Matthius. “They’re just a bunch of country lads, 
following the orders of an idiot.” 
“You could say that about pretty much every man with a sword,” Matthius responded, picking up his
large axe and swinging it around easily. “But, I will try to spare them. I’ll get the ones in the middle, you lads take the sides.” 
The soldiers rushed them and in a flurry of steel, fists and feet, clashing against the unlikely group
of small town folk who were suddenly baring steel and fighting back. The soldiers had badly
underestimated their opponents and within a few short moments, the rest of them lay sprawled on the
floor, unconscious. Brian was the only one who was injured, if one could call it that. He had skinned his knuckles on one soldier’s helmet when he missed a punch intended for the man’s jaw. 
By the time the fight was over, the rest of the patrons, along with the innkeeper, had already fled
outside. Tarnath, Aaron and Brian checked to make sure the soldiers on the floor were alive but
unconscious while Mattius and Ehlena gathered their things. All of the soldiers were still breathing, but none of them would be waking up any time soon. 
“These are Manfred’s men,” Brian said, the excitement still in his voice. “We just fought with
Manfred’s soldiers.” 
“What should we do now?” Aaron asked. 
“Nothing,” said Matthius. “We’re going outside to see what all this fuss is about.” 
“Do you think that’s wise?” Tarnath asked. 
“I’ve heard of Manfred. He’s an ass, but he follows the law. I will let them know who I am. They
will not attack.” 
Matthius hefted his massive battle-axe and picked up the pack he had carried, then walked straight
out the door. Tarnath shrugged and followed him with Aaron and Brian, the two younger men standing
guard around the young girl Ehlena. Outside, they were met by a much larger group of soldiers waiting
with their swords ready. The man in the fine clothes who had read out the proclamation earlier stood
behind them. 
“Give up now or by order of Baron Manfred you shall be executed as outlaws,” threatened the little
man. Matthius looked unimpressed. He dropped his pack and pulled loosed one of the leather straps that
bound it shut. 
“Your man touched my daughter and was none too nice about it. And now you call me an outlaw? I
think that you and your petty baron owe me and my girl an apology,” he demanded. 
“Apologise to a brigand such as yourself?” the man said, indignantly putting his hand on his belt. “I
think not.” 
“I am no brigand,” Matthius said then he turned to Brian. "Can you handle an axe, boy?" 
“I think so,” Brian said. 
“You have attacked the Baron’s men, and thus you have broken the law,” yelled the official. “Get
them!” 
Matthius had hoped the man would listen to reason, but he was prepared and pulled two hand axes
from his bag. He tossed his big battle-axe to Brian as he leapt forward, axes flashing through the air. The soldiers ran at them with their swords poised to strike. 
Tarnath blocked a sword, then, with an elbow, he crushed another man's windpipe, dropping him to
the ground. Aaron and Brian both leapt forward and to the side, dodging steel that swiped past them as the soldiers attacked them. 
Brian swung Matthius’s axe, and brought it up to block one of the soldiers' swords. The axe was
heavy but Brian’s muscled arms hefted it easily and, once he had gotten the feel of its weight, he was
quickly able to switch from blocking to attacking. What he lacked in finesse, he made up for in strength, driving back his opponent with a series of heavy blows. 
Brian did his best to remember the things he had learned from Tarnath. He had secretly continued
practicing when his parents were not around, and even taught his younger brothers a few of the things he
had learned. The training paid off and he finally brought down the man before him with a heavy blow to
his ribs, the axe biting past the gap in his armor and through the chainmail underneath. The man went
down, and a puddle of blood pooled on the hard-packed dirt in the yard of the inn. The man was dead. 
Brian looked down at him for a moment. He had never seen a dead man before, nor had he killed
anyone. He thought it would have been more glorious, but it was not. The man was dead, and that was the
end of it. Winded, he took a moment to catch his breath and looked around for any other soldiers. From
the corner of his eye he saw the Baron’s man running off, calling for reinforcements then he turned at the sound of steel on steel and saw Aaron fighting two men. He was amazed at how fast his friend moved and
he watched as Aaron seemed almost a blur, handling the two soldiers with apparent ease. 
Aaron had traded enough blows with his opponents and, remembering Tarnath’s request to try not to
kill any of them, he held back several killing cuts. He danced his way out from under the steel being
swung at him then, in a quick turn, managed to grab hold of one of the men’s wrist. He pivoted around
behind the pulling his sword arm and then he jammed the hilt of his sword into the back of the man’s head, knocking him unconscious. He threw the man forward toward the other soldier then ran forward, dropping
low and bringing the hilt of his sword up fast under the man’s jaw. Focused on his comrade hurtling
toward him, the second soldier had not been ready for Aaron’s speed and he took the blow hard and
immediately crumpled to the ground. 
Aaron looked up and saw Tarnath and Matthius both standing over the unconscious bodies of the
rest of the soldiers. Their arms were crossed, weapons at the ready, but they seemed casual, as if they had not even been winded. The official who had accompanied the soldiers was nowhere to be seen. Matthius
looked at Brian and Aaron with a nod of approval, then he turned to the old, retired armsmaster. 
“I see you’re still teaching,” Matthius commented dryly. “Let’s get out of here.” 


*****
Matthius and Ehlena quickly got their horses from the inn’s stable and the group managed to steal
their way through town, avoiding several guard patrols. They arrived at Rosa’s house to find it deserted, but they noticed that Jacob’s horses and wagon were gone and hoped that he and his family had made it
out of town. If they had managed to escape, Tarnath was hopeful that the farmer and his family would not
be followed since the soldiers would likely have their hands full keeping order in the newly occupied
town. That was not likely to be the case for this group, who had directly challenged the Baron’s men and
he had no doubt they would come looking for them. 
They led their horses down a trail that ran through a stand of trees at the edge of town. The trail took
them in a loop around the town and met up with the main road far enough away that they had a good
chance of being missed by any patrols that might have been sent out to look for them. Once they were
clear of the trees, they rode hard, putting distance between themselves and the Baron’s men. It was not
until late in the afternoon that they stopped by a stream to rest their horses and let the animals drink some water. 
Brian wanted to go back to find his family but Tarnath reminded that he had just killed one of
Manfred’s soldiers and, if the Baron’s men connected him with his family, it would be all over for the
rest of them. Brian insisted that he would wait in the forest near the farm for them to return, just to be sure they were safe, then he would make for Kaleb’s fortress of White Falls, which was two days’ ride. 
Tarnath did not like the idea but he finally gave up arguing with him. Brian said his goodbyes and
promised Aaron he’d come up to the cottage once he knew his parents and brothers were safe. Brian
returned Matthius’ large axe and thanked him for its use. The big man shook his hand and thanked him for
his bravery and defending Ehlena’s honor. As Brian was about to mount his horse, Aaron walked up to
him, holding the sword that Tarnath had given him. 
“Brian, I want you to take this,” Aaron told him. 
“You’re giving me your sword?” Brian asked then looked like he was about to kneel. Aaron shook
his head and laughed, then put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. 
“I’m not some lord or king granting you a title,” he told him. “I’m your friend and I want you to have
this sword. Take it.” 
“But what about you?” Brian asked. 
“I will be fine when we get home. Tarnath has arms aplenty hidden away. Besides, you’re riding
alone. You’ll need a weapon.” 
“Thank you, Aaron,” Brian told him and clasped his hand, then took the sword from him. “I’ll find
you, as soon as I take care of my family.” 
“Stick to the back trails and side-roads,” Tarnath told him, “and ride slow for a few stretches, 
especially near any forks and crossroads. They’ll be tracking anyone riding fast.” 
Aaron nodded and watched as his friend mounted his horse and rode off down the road a distance
then disappeared over a rise. They gathered their mounts then headed off up the road, taking a different
fork, hoping to draw anyone who might be following away from Brian and his family. It was a longer way
to get back to the cottage, but it did not lead past the farm and Tarnath thought it was the least he could do for the family who had been so good to him and Aaron these past many years. 
After a time on the road, they cut onto a small, rocky trail that Tarnath hoped would obscure their
passing. If Manfred’s men were following them, he hoped they would miss the tracks they had left on the
road anyway, since they blended in with so many others. As they rode quietly through the trees, it was a
long time before any of them spoke. Finally, Matthius was the first to break the silence. 
“Damn,” he cursed. “Kaleb’s gonna be right mad about this! I’ve got to get to the manor. Tarnath, do
you know a shortcut down to White Falls?” 
“There’s a back-woods trail beyond our house. It’s an old hunting trail and it was an animal trail
before that. Can’t say it’ll do you much good though. From the way those boys in town were carrying on, 
I’d imagine that Kaleb’s already had a run in with the Baron,” Tarnath said. 
Matthius' brow crinkled with frustration. 
“I’ve got to get there. If Kaleb’s in trouble, then by the gods I’ll help him.” He pounded a fist on his
chest. 
“When we get to the house, I’ll get you what supplies you need and you can ride down to Kaleb’s
manor and see for yourself but I don’t recommend it,” Tarnath told him. 
“And what do you recommend?” Matthius asked. 
“Get as far away from here as possible and take your god-daughter with you.” 
“And what about you?” Matthius asked. “Kaleb could use a man like you. And your boy there, he
fights pretty well.” 
“No,” Tarnath said. 
“No?” Matthius was confounded. “That’s it? No?” 
“I don’t want any part of it,” Tarnath told him. “Those days are over for me, and I’d rather Aaron
not get mixed up in any of this business.” 
“It sounds like there’s going to be little choice in the matter. Mafred and Kaleb’s feud will be a
minor thing if the Xallan Army comes marching westward.” 
Tarnath said nothing, but he tugged on his beard and Aaron could tell from his expression that his
uncle was troubled by his thoughts. 
The sun made its way across the sky as they wended their way through numerous trails in the forest, 
but it was not long before Aaron recognised the part of the trail they were on. It would be just a few more bends and they would be home. It was then that he heard the pounding of hooves on the trail behind them. 
Tarnath had been riding in the rear and hollered for their party to move. They galloped through the ever-
thinning trail. If they were caught in these small quarters, there wouldn’t be much room to maneuver or
fight and it was only moments before a large party of soldiers appeared on the trail behind them, pursuing them fast. 
Crossbow bolts whistled through the air and crashed through the leaves. Aaron heard Tarnath yell
behind him. He hoped the old man was not hurt. Matthius was the first into the clearing. By the time Aaron emerged from the trail, the big man had already pulled an arrow tight in his bow and fired back toward
the pursuing soldiers. Aaron pounded toward the barn where he had a hunting bow and he yelled for
Ehlena to follow him, figuring she would be safe inside until they had a chance to fight off their attackers. 
“You stay here,” Aaron told her as they both dismounted. She followed him inside, and he ran to the
bench. Aaron grabbed his hunting bow and a small hatchet that was on the wall and ran back through the
door. 
Outside, Aaron saw Tarnath cutting at one of the soldiers with his sword. He had a bolt sticking
from his left shoulder. Matthius had turned around his horse and was crashing into the riders, swinging his big axe at them. There were a dozen of them and two were already dead. Aaron flung his hatchet at one of
the men, catching him in the face. The man fell from his horse, screaming as blood burst forth and ran over his hands. Aaron dropped low and nocked an arrow in his bow. He pulled the string taut and let it fly. The arrow caught one of the riders in the arm and would have hit him in the neck if his horse had not shifted at the last second. Matthius swung his axe at the man and took his head clean off. 
Aaron did not have time to react. He put another arrow to the string of his bow and let it fly, taking
another one of the them down, this time hitting his intended target. He was about to nock another arrow but several of the soldiers came crashing toward him and it was all he could do to avoid being trampled by
their horses. 
Matthius yelled something to Aaron but his words were lost in the crash of the battle. Aaron
understood what he was trying to say when the big warrior hefted a sword that had belonged to one of the
fallen men. Aaron ran through the oncoming soldiers and Matthius threw the blade to Aaron, hilt first. 
Aaron caught it then rolled to the ground to come up to his feet almost under another one of the soldiers’
horse. He cut at the leather straps that held the saddle, nicking the horse in the process but not truly
injuring the animal. The saddle slide and the soldier fell from his mount to the ground. The horse, startled by Aaron’s presence and the pain from the slash of his sword, turned and trampled the fallen man. Aaron
ducked out of the way of the beast then turned to see Tarnath pulling his sword from the shoulder of
another soldier. 
He heard a whistling in the air above his head and saw our bolts plant themselves into Tarnath’s
chest. Aaron spun around in the direction from which the arrows had come and saw that another, larger
group of soldiers had ridden out from the trail. There had to be at least twenty more to add to the others they were already fighting. They were armed with crossbows and Matthius was already running toward
them yelling curses, trying to close the gap and force them to draw their swords before they could reload the loathsome weapons. The bows came up and the big man dropped to a roll but it was too late. 
A bolt buried deep in the man’s shoulder then, a moment later, he was struck by a dozen more. As
big as Matthius was, there was no way he could survive so many arrows He turned and looked to where
Tarnath had fallen and he saw the old armsmaster fighting with three soldiers at once, their swords to his one. He kept them at bay but blood was running freely from the four arrows stuck in his arms and
shoulders and Aaron could see that the old man was tiring. He heard the bolts snap from the crossbows
and flinched, turning at the sound of them but none of them hit him. He looked back at Tarnath and saw
him fall, along with one of the soldiers who had been in the path of the volley of arrows. 
Tarnath looked over at Aaron as he crumpled to the ground, then his eyes shifted to the left. Aaron
felt something next to him and instinctively raised his sword to block a blow from one of the soldiers. 
Aaron felt numb as he turned and looked at the man who stood before him. The man swung again and
Aaron deflected his sword, his movement reflexive. He did not swing back, but something told him that it
would be only a matter of moments before the men with the crossbows had reloaded. He felt angry at
what they had done and then something else burned deep within him, a fire that was stronger than any
emotion he had ever felt. The man swung at him again and Aaron felt a twinge of pain shoot up his neck
and into his head. All at once, his skull started to pound and Aaron howled at the pain, dropping to his
knees. The man in front of him took the opening and raised his sword. Aaron did not care. His head hurt
so much. He closed his eyes tightly against the pain. He tried to open his eyes but all he could see was a bluish silver flash, then the world went black. 
CHAPTER FOUR

A warm wind whispered in through the open window pushing the dark blue heavy drapes into the

room. A cradle rocked gently in the breeze underneath the high ceilings that glowed with the dim

warmth of a lamp. The smell of the burning oil was mixed with a fragrance like flowers and a voice

spoke gently, its sound a soothing murmur of warmth. The night breeze blew a little stronger now and

the cradle rocked a little more. The voice spoke again, a woman’s voice, still comforting but there was
a note of tension to it. Now the drapes caught a gust of wind, billowing into the room and a peal of

thunder rumbled in the distance. The light of the lamp flickered and cast dark shadows throughout the
room. The voice spoke again, this time in an urgent tone, fearful, but it was somehow far away, its

meaning drowned by the heavy rumbling, which grew louder. The wind blew harder. The cradle shook. 


*****
Someone was shaking him. He tried to roll over but it hurt too much. He just wanted to sleep. A
voice came to him. Someone was telling him to wake up. It was a girl's voice. Aaron opened his eyes to a
young woman’s face. A tear dropped from her cheek and splashed onto his own. It was Ehlena, and her
deep blue eyes were red rimmed with tears. She was kneeling next to him, her hands on his chest and her
body was trembling. 
“They’re dead,” she cried. “They’re all dead.” 
Aaron pushed himself up. His ribs hurt. Ehlena had her face buried in her hands as she sat beside
him on the dusty ground. Aaron coughed and rose to his feet. The air was choked with thick black smoke. 
Somehow the barn had caught fire. Luckily the horses were all outside. The ground around him was black
and burnt and tiny flames licked at the patches of dry grass in front of the cottage. Smoke was beginning to rise from the porch of the cottage but Aaron ignored it. He was distracted by the body that lay on the
ground before him, scorched in the dirt. He vaguely recognized the man he had been fighting, but he could not remember how the man had died, or how the fire had gotten started. Aaron shook his head, trying to
remember. It was all coming back now, the soldiers, the fight, and Tarnath getting shot by arrows, falling to the ground. 
Aaron ran over to where he had seen the old man go down. He found Tarnath's body lying in the
dirt, one of his arms wrenched around behind him. Aaron rolled him onto his back and blood spilled from
the arrows in his chest. The old man coughed and blood ran down his chin. 
“Tarnath!” Aaron cried. “Tarnath, wake up.” he begged. He gently shook his mentor, tutor, uncle, 
the man who had been a father to him his entire life. “Tarnath, wake up. Please wake up.” 
The old man coughed again and his eyes fluttered open. He looked at Aaron for a moment then he
glanced down at the many arrows sticking from his body. He knew he did not have much time. 
“Aaron,” he rasped and blood bubbled from his lips. Aaron propped him up. “Listen to me. On the
floor in my room, under the trap door, you’ll find everything you need,” he said then was choked off by
coughing and more blood. 
“Tarnath, what do I do?” Aaron pleaded. The old man gritted his teeth and his coughing stopped for
a moment. 
“Leave this place,” he said. “You have a different path, my boy. I was wrong to keep you here.” 
“What?” Aaron did not understand. “What should I do? Where should I go?” Tarnath’s body
spasmed and he coughed again and blood spat from his mouth, reddening his beard. His eyes widened and
he tried to say something but the blood got in the way. 
“Coromyr,” the dying man wheezed with his last breath. 
Aaron gritted his teeth. It was wrong. Everything was wrong. Even the sun was too bright and it hurt
his eyes as he staggered to his feet. Questions raced through his mind and he had no answers. His first
thought was to kill that bastard Manfred who had sent his idiot soldiers to Ashford. Aaron stumbled
around, his mind reeling and his body felt weak. He looked around and saw that all of Manfred’s men
were dead, their corpses charred heaps on the ground. The men’s horses had run off, but the ones that
wandered nearby were mostly unharmed. Ehlena had walked over to Matthius’ body and she sat next to it, 
staring at the big man who now just lay on the ground, his eyes open to the sky, no expression on his face. 
Aaron stared at her. What was he supposed to do with this girl? That was when he noticed the flames
burning on the porch of the cottage. Aaron swore and ran toward the only home he had ever knows and
threw open the front door. 
Black smoke billowed out of the burning structure and Aaron took a moment to breathe in some
clean air before racing inside. The air was thick and flames were already running up the walls inside the cottage. Aaron ducked low and made his way to Tarnath’s room. He opened the door and found
everything just the way the old man had left it. It had not caught fire yet, and if it were not for the smoke that wafted in with him through the open door, it seemed almost as if none of the events of this day had
ever happened. A glimpse of a life Aaron knew was gone. The heat from the flames at his back reminded
him of that fact as the acrid black smoke curled its way across the ceiling in the room. 
A door, Tarnath had said; a trap door. 
Aaron looked around the room and then pushed the bed aside. Underneath, lay a ring that had been
fixed to one of the floorboards. He pulled it and a panel opened. Inside were a number of items. Small
bottles, a few rolled parchments, a leather pouch, a canvas sack and a long leather bundle. Aaron gathered everything in his arms and dashed back through the smoke and outside as the fire began to spread, burning more quickly now, its heat rumbling loudly, shaking the air around it as it consumed Aaron’s childhood
home. 
He stood for a moment, watching the orange flames and black smoke rising higher against the late
afternoon sky. It would be dark soon. He guessed that if the soldiers did not show up sometime that night, their friends would come looking soon enough, and Aaron wanted to be as far away from them as possible
when they did. Lost in his thoughts for a moment, he was startled when Ehlena’s cool little fingers clasped onto his arm. Her face was streaked with smoke and tears as she came to stand next to him. 
“Are you ok?” Aaron asked her. 
She nodded and rubbed at the tears and soot on her face. 
“We’ve got to get out of here before more of Manfred’s soldiers come. Do you have any place to
go? Do you have family somewhere?” 
“I have an aunt in Maramyr. That’s where Matthius and I were going. Maybe she can help you too.” 
Ehlena guessed that Aaron had lived in the burning cottage, that his home was now gone. 
“All right, then. I guess Maramyr is as good as anyplace right now,” he told her. 
Aaron picked up one of the dead soldiers and began unceremoniously dragging the body toward the
barn. Ehlena followed a few paces behind him. 
“What are you doing?” the girl asked, her voice almost a whisper. 
“We have to get away from here and I’d rather leave as little information as possible,” he told her. 
“If you want to help, go see if you can catch a few of the soldiers’ horses. We might need fresh mounts if we have to make a run for it. I’ll deal with this.” Aaron began to pick up another one of the dead soldiers. 
She did not inquire any further. 
Once he had moved all the dead soldiers, he gently dragged Tarnath’s body and that of Matthius to
the barn. He put them both side by side on the large workbench then doused them both in oil, along with
the rest of the barn. Ehlena had managed to gather almost a dozen horses including those that they
themselves had ridden and she had tethered them to some trees at the far edge of the steading, away from
the cottage that had all but been consumed by flames. Aaron checked the horses for supplies and selected
four of the strongest-looking of the bunch along with his and Ehlena’s mounts then set the rest free, hoping that some farmer might make better use of them than had Manfred’s men. One of the horses he chose to
keep was the large warhorse that had belonged to Matthius. Even though Aaron had to remove an arrow
from its shoulder, the stallion had remained calm and it did not seem as though the injury was serious. He noticed several scars on the animal and suspected that it had seen some battle and he hoped that if the
horse healed properly, it would make for a dependable mount, especially if they ran into any trouble. 
The horses dealt with, Aaron set about finding a few more supplies. Luckily, the cold storage shack
that had been built into the side of a mound of earth near the house had not caught fire. Inside, he found a few salted meats hanging from a beam, and some preserves on a shelf that had been left over from the
winter. He loaded everything he could find into the saddlebags then he returned to the barn. 
Inside, he saw Ehlena kneeling near Tarnath and Matthius. Her head was bowed and he thought he
heard her saying something, but he did not recognize the words. There was a strangeness in the air around him and he felt a twitch in the back of his neck as though his headache might come back, but it was
different somehow. His boot shifted in the dirt and Ehlena turned to look at him. There was a soothing, 
peaceful look in her eyes, a serenity that Aaron found oddly as disconcerting as it was comforting. 
“They are with the gods now,” she said then rose to her feet. 
Aaron nodded then took another look at his uncle and mentor, the man who had raised him, an old
warrior who had seen so much of the world. Tarnath lay next to the other man, who Aaron barely knew
but who it seemed to him was an old friend to his uncle. Perhaps it was fitting that the two fighting men would see the afterlife together. He bowed his head and wished them well, wherever they might be, then
he struck a flint to the metal edge of the table. The sparks landed in the oil and it quickly caught fire. 
Aaron backed away to the door of the barn and watched as the flames spread quickly through the
structure, burning fast from the oil and then catching the straw and dry wood of the walls. Ehlena stood
with him, watching it burn until the wind shifted and the smoke became too thick to tarry any longer. 
The two of them gathered their horses and set off along a tiny trail that would take them away from
Ashford, away from the cottage, and away from the only life Aaron had ever known. 


*****
Aaron and his quiet companion rode long into the night. Aaron thought that, given their present
situation, they would be better off in the woods, so they took the back trails that ran high through the
mountains. Aaron had never travelled this way but he remembered Tarnath having told him of the many
mountain trails that ran through the forest, a lot of them shadowing the main roads. So long as they kept moving east and south, they should not stray too far off the mark. Once they reached Maramyr, they would
find Ehlena’s aunt and figure out what to do then. 
They rode a fair distance, and it was getting very late, the moon having already left the sky, leaving
only stars to ride by. They were both growing tired so Aaron kept a lookout for a good place to camp. 
Eventually, they came to a stream that crossed the trail. Aaron stopped and stared hard into the trees near the edge of the stream. Before long, his eye found what he was looking for. It was a thin trail leading off into the forest. He stopped their horses and dismounted to take a closer look. It was an animal trail and Aaron left Ehlena with the horses and scouted down it a bit. A short distance into the trees, he found a
clear spot where the trail ran close to the stream, which was big enough for them to leave the horses and rest for the night. Ehlena had not said a word the whole time they had been travelling and she quietly tied off her horse and unpacked a blanket from the bag on her saddle. 
They were both too tired to bother with a fire and they could see quite well from the bright moon
that lit up the night sky. The two weary travellers quietly shared some dried fruit that Aaron dug from one of his packs and they lay their blankets on the mossy ground beneath the thick branches of a great
evergreen. Aaron lay on his back watching the light of the stars grow dim as they still tried to peek
through the cover of the green needles. Ehlena lay down just next to him and curled up to sleep. It came
quickly and they both fell into an exhausted unconsciousness. 
Aaron awoke a short while later to find the girl snuggled up under his arm, one of her arms clasped
around his waist. He felt more than a little awkward and thought maybe he should wake her up but he
stopped when he looked down at her sleeping face in the fading starlight. Gone was the crinkled look of
her brow. Her face had relaxed, returning her from the tired and frightened young girl to the very
attractive young woman his friend Brian had first noticed at the tavern. 
Aaron hoped Brian had escaped and pushed his worst thoughts from his mind. Now he was worried
more about Ehlena. He was not used to dealing with girls, aside from the casual hello on the odd trip to
town. He had also been somewhat disturbed with her eerie silence the whole way. He was very confused
by this strange girl but he figured that she was likely distraught from her own sense of loss after the
horrible events of the day. She had lost her father and been forced to trek through the night into the dark forest with someone she barely knew. He hoped she would be all right once they reached Maramyr. 
Restless with his thoughts, Aaron rose from the bedroll and found the bundle he had gathered from
the secret door in the cottage. Unwrapping it, he found a sword and several other items rolled in together. 
The sword had a simple yet elegant scabbard with symbols inlaid in silver on the black leather. Its hilt
was simple and unadorned except for a great red ruby set in the end of it. Aaron unsheathed the blade and it shone a steely blue-grey in the dim, early morning light. At first glance the blade looked plain enough, but when Aaron turned it slightly, he could see a series of rune symbols that had been subtly worked into the steel. Aaron replaced the sword it in its scabbard. 
The canvas sack held some odds and ends, which looked to be useful travelling items and the pouch
contained what looked to be a small fortune in gold coins with the Maramyr print. Aaron had always
wondered how Tarnath had managed to keep going to town to buy supplies since he practised no trade
and his thumb had always been as green as charcoal. Maybe if the old man had been a farmer he would
still be alive. They would never have gotten mixed up in such troubles, Aaron thought angrily. He
unrolled one of the parchments. One was a title deed of something called Coromay and the other looked to
be a royal writ. It was a letter of recognition signed by the old King, to his ‘honored friend’ Tarnath. 
Aaron shook his head. He knew that Tarnath had been an armsmaster, but he did not know he held a title
and was friends with the king. It seemed that Tarnath had kept many things from him. Aaron put the items
away and climbed back into the bedroll, moving his shoulder a bit to give Ehlena more room and he felt
her arms hug him tighter as she responded in her sleep. Aaron closed his eyes and felt sleep finally claim him once more. 
He awoke the next morning to the sound of water gurgling nearby. The sun was already high
overhead and Aaron guessed that it would almost be noon. He unwrapped himself from his blanket and
looked around for Ehlena. He heard a splash and turned toward the stream. Hanging from a branch were
some wet clothes, Ehlana’s. He walked out from the tree cover where they had slept and saw the girl
floating on her back in the water. Aaron turned his head and his throat made a strangled sound. The water was exceptionally clear, at least near the surface and he blinked a couple of times to clear his eyes of the glimpse of the young girl's nakedness as she floated near the water’s surface. There was another splash
and when Aaron cautiously turned his head back to the water, he saw Ehlena submerged now up to her
neck. She was smiling at him. 
“Good morning,” she called. Surprised, not just by her nakedness, but by her cheerful expression, 
Aaron cleared his throat. 
“Good morning,” he responded awkwardly. A few moments passed while the two of them stared at
each other. 
“Well?” she called. He turned his head again, trying to be polite. She gasped a sigh. “Are you
coming in or not?” Aaron looked at her again and felt his face redden a bit. 
“In the water? My leathers won’t take well to water,” he tried to protest. He was a little
embarrassed. 
“Don’t be silly. Look at yourself,” she cried. “Take them off. Don’t worry, I won’t look.” Aaron
just folded his arms and stood his ground. She scowled back at him. “Look, if we’re travelling together, 
you could at least be a gentleman and bathe. You are very dirty and that simply won’t do,” she told him, 
throwing him a look that punctuated her words. This was not up for debate. She paddled around in the
water to look the other way. 
“Okay, it’s safe now,” she called out. 
Aaron stood stubbornly for a minute and then he peered over and saw his reflection in a calm part
of the water beside a rock at the edge of the stream. The face that looked back at him was barely
recognisable as his own, he was so covered in soot from the fire. Aaron realized that he could perhaps
benefit from a swim in the river but he made her promise to keep her head turned before he started to undo the tie of his breeches. She had said barely a word to him yesterday but now she began to chatter more
than a squirrel. And she was bossy too, but Aaron somehow found that he liked the sound of her voice. 
Confused and decidedly out of his depth, he muttered a few oaths pertaining to how strange girls
were and figured that at least it was a good thing that she was in better spirits. As he was pulling his shirt over his head he heard a slight giggle from the water. When his head reappeared out of his shirt, he
looked and saw that Ehlena’s head was still turned away from him. He scowled to himself and, placing
his clothes on a rock at the edge, waded into the water, which was crisp and cool but not unbearably so, 
at least not at first. As he took his first few steps in, he thought he saw her head start to turn. He quickly dove into the freezing water and surfaced nearer to her than he had intended. Aaron paddled back a bit, a bit uncomfortable being that close to this girl he barely knew. 
“There,” she said. “Isn’t that better?” 
Aaron mumbled a response between shivers. Now that he was immersed in it, he realized that the
water was really cold. The stream was surprisingly deep and there was very little current. Ehlena
paddled over to a rock near the other side of the stream and her knees came up out of the water as she
flipped over onto her back. 
“This is a great spot,” she said. “You can sit here, see. It’s like a bench. The water’s warmer here
too.” She folded her arms around her knees in front of her making at least some attempt at modesty. Aaron mumbled again. He was no longer shivering as much and the water did seem a bit warmer. He still felt a
little numb though. 
“Here,” she said. “You sit here for a minute. I’ll be back.” She swiveled forward onto her feet, 
turned and dove sideways into the stream. Aaron could not help noticing the buoyancy of her upper body
as she sprang half out of the water and he closed his eyes, trying to be polite. He still hadn’t opened his eyes when she resurfaced and he heard her giggle again. 
“Sorry,” Ehlena said with a laugh. 
Aaron swam over to the rock where she had been sitting and found it to be quite a comfortable spot. 
The water was a little bit warmer there and it was also in the sun. He leaned his head against the rock and closed his eyes and sat a while, feeling the water flow gently by. 
“Don’t look, I’m getting out for a minute!” he heard her yell. He turned his head to the side, making
it obvious that he was looking away. 
A few moments later, he heard another splash as the girl jumped back into the water. 
“Its all right now,” she said. 
Aaron turned to see her swimming across the stream towards him. He closed his eyes again as she
drew near. He could not for the life of him figure out what had effected the change in the girl. Just the day before, Ehlena had been quiet and morose, barely speaking. Now, she was romping about in the water, 
almost as if nothing had happened. Aaron decided not to bother trying to understand this strange girl. He was still exhausted from the day before and still had a lot of things to sort out in his own mind. 
Aaron heard a light splash and moments later heard Ehlena resurface near him. He sighed and kept
his eyes closed. It was then that he felt her arm next to his in the water. Surprised, opened his eyes and saw the girl sitting next to him on the rock bench. In the coolness of the water, he could feel the warmth of her bare skin as she brushed up against him and he felt the blood rush to his cheeks. 
He lifted his feet up onto the rock and pulled his knees to his chest, trying not to look at her and
hoping she would not notice his embarrassment. Staring across the stream, he saw that she had hung his
clothes, now clean, upon a tree branch. He quietly hoped they would dry quickly. Aaron had always of
himself as an easygoing kind of person but Ehlena’s newfound openness was making him very
uncomfortable and he hoped that all girls were not so forward as she. 
“You’re feeling better today,” Aaron said, thinking conversation might help. 
“Matthius was my god-father,” she said even though Aaron had not asked. “He was like a father to
me, and I'm very sad about what happened, but it's too much. I lost my mother to illness not long ago and Matthius was going to take me to Maramyr so I can live with my aunt for a while.” She gazed up at the
blue sky. 
“You’re not sad?” Aaron asked her. 
“Of course I am. It’s very sad. I liked Matthius. He was like a father to me. He and my mother were
kind of, you know, involved and he was very good, to her and to me.” She sighed, seeming to debate
something in her mind. “He died honorably, in battle, which is the wish of every Aghlar warrior. We’re
not supposed to feel bad if an Aghlar falls in battle, in fact they celebrate it with a lot of beer drinking.” 
Frustrated, she looked up to the sky. “Oh Aaron, why is everything so mixed up?” She grabbed hold of his
arm. “First my mother dies and now Matthius, and your uncle Tarnath too. I pray that the Lady will
preserve us.” 
Aaron felt her relax next to him when she mentioned the Lady, who some called Lady Luck. 
Whatever the goddess meant to Ehlena, Aaron found it interesting that the girl would talk of the old gods, for he knew they had been forgotten by many. Aaron’s shoulders were tensed with nervousness and he
almost lost track of what she was saying as she shifted closer. 
“You’re in the same position as me now,” she said. “I’m really sorry your uncle was...” she trailed
off. “What will you do now?” 
Aaron had been asking himself that very question ever since the day before. He took a deep breath
as he considered how to answer her question. 
“I really don’t know,” he said. “Tarnath was all I had. My parents died just after I was born and
I’ve lived in that cottage back there my whole life. Maybe I’ll go to Maramyr and become a soldier or a
guard. That was my friend Brian’s dream but it looks like I have little choice. I’ve got enough money to
live for a while but when that runs out. If there isn't work as a guard, I could always do some smithing.” 
He hoped things would go well in Maramyr. “It should be okay. I found some papers of Tarnath’s that he
kept hidden. He used to be some sort of commander for the king at Maramyr. Maybe he had some friends
who might be able to help me find my way.” Beyond soldiering or smithing, Aaron could not think of
anything else he was skilled enough to do. 
“You don’t know anyone in the City?” She was surprised. 
“No. I’ve never been there. I’ve never been anywhere,” he told her. Ehlena was amazed. She could
not imagine what it would be like to live the way Aaron had, in the middle of nowhere, no shops, no
streets, no people around. 
“I would not want to go to Maramyr without proper introductions,” she commented. "Maybe I can
ask my aunt to help you." 
Aaron shrugged at her. Ehlena thought he was strange, this boy from the country. Even though he had
never been anywhere, he did not seem like the other low born people she had encountered in her travels
with Matthius through the countryside. He spoke differently, as though he had been raised in the city, and there was a spark in his eyes of some deeper intelligence that captivated her whenever he looked directly at her. Her face blushed a shade when she realized that she was staring at him. 
“You know, you're very strong. I would be a wreck if I were you,” she said and let go of his arm
only to push off the ledge into the water then climb back on in front of his knees. He opened his eyes wide at that. Her soft face, encircled by wet hair was inches from his nose and her hands came to rest on his
legs, quite above his knees. She pulled herself up toward him kissed him quickly on the lips. “Thank you
for saving me.” 
Ehlena gazed for a moment into his eyes and then noticed his face contorting with the utter
nervousness. She smiled, her eyes laughing and her mouth breaking into a smile as she moved her feet to
either side of him and kicked herself backwards, swimming out into the stream again. A few seconds
later, her head popped out of the water to see Aaron's face now shining bright red. Ehlena cupped a hand
to her mouth and laughed. She could see that he was really embarrassed and she thought it was a little
funny. He was very shy. She decided that Aaron had a lot to learn. 
“Are you getting out of the water soon?” she asked, swimming her way backwards toward the
shore, grinning only a little mischievously. 
Aaron told her that he preferred to stay in for a while longer. She laughed a little more at that. Poor
boy, Ehlena mused, living up in the mountains with only his uncle. She hoped he would adjust to the city
without too much trouble and she decided that she would help him. Her aunt had some connections and
Ehlena was sure there would be something in Maramyr for this shy country boy. Something told her that
merely being a soldier was too simple for him and Ehlena was pretty sure that Aaron would find that out. 
She ducked back under the water and decided to annoy him a bit more. Their clothes would be dry soon
and she was beginning to like Aaron. He did not stare like most of the other boys did. 
Once their clothes had dried, Aaron and Ehlena went through the ritual of getting politely out of the
water. Aaron was surprised that Ehlena was once again so particular. She had been perfectly immodest in
the water. He shrugged it off as another strange thing about girls but tried not to look at her too directly for the rest of the day. After they were out and dried off, they set about preparing some breakfast. Aaron had brought some meat from the cottage and they fried it up on a pan over a small fire that Aaron made with
dry branches and twigs he chose to make sure there would be as little smoke as possible. Ehlena
remarked at how much better food tasted when a person was clean and Aaron joked that he hadn’t noticed
but that he would think about it next time he got dirty. They fed and watered the horses and after a short while decided to break camp. 
Aaron figured it would take them three days hard ride to reach Maramyr. He was happy to be riding
again as well. Ehlena was becoming a little too forward for his comfort. It was not that she was
unattractive or that Aaron was not furiously attracted to her. In fact, after the water had washed away the dust and grime that she had probably lived with even before arriving at Ashford, she was positively
stunning. She had somehow twisted her long light brown hair up into a tight swirl with a twig and
somehow she seemed older. Even her simple travel dress had taken on an element of elegance once
clean. He was still completely baffled by her and decided to take the safe course and try to remain as
honourable as he knew how with her. 
They rode hard until the sun was touching the treetops and they came upon a fork in the trail. Aaron
climbed up a ridge to see if he could tell where the two trails went. One seemed to strike northeast and
the other travelled south and slightly west. The first one would take them in the wrong direction, most
likely towards Kandara. In the distance, Aaron could see that the second trail met up with a road that cut through the forest for a long distance and he figured that they were far enough away now that they would
probably be safe taking the road. Ehlena was glad that they would be out of the forest soon. The trail took them down to the road and they were able to travel a little faster, not having to duck twigs and branches all the time. Night fell again and a few clouds began to roll in with a cool breeze that stirred through the forest. The light they rode by grew dim and they had to slow their pace. 
As their horses took them along the road, Ehlena burst into chatter about life in the city. She told
him about how parts of Maramyr was organized into ghettos and that someone could just walk down a
street and feel as though she were at the Market in Kandara one minute and then turn a corner and be at a Bazaar in the desert. There would be great carpets, strange foods, burning spices. Aaron asked if it was
like the midsummer festival in Ashford and she figured that it was similar just bigger and all the time. Just when he had started to feel a little more comfortable talking to her, Ehlena mentioned that she hoped they could stop at an inn somewhere so she could have a proper bath. Aaron wondered whether all women
were so obsessed with baths. After his swim, he was quite happy not getting wet from head to toe for a
good long while. 
It was getting very late when the pair came upon a small town. Almost everything was dark and
lamplight glimmered from only a few small buildings and what looked to be a temple. They rode through
quietly and on the far side came to what looked to be a tiny inn. There was a nicely painted sign with a
unicorn, the lettering of which Aaron could not read in the darkness but a bit of light shone from a small window. Aaron dismounted and knocked on the heavy wooden door. Before long, it was answered by a
gruff little man holding a mug in one hand and a block of cheese in the other. 
“A touch late to be on the road,” he said. “I suppose you’ll be wanting me to wake up old Derrel. 
You got coin?” He cocked his head suspiciously at the two travellers. Ehlena smiled at the man and he
squinted back at her. Aaron nodded and smiled. The man shrugged. “Just tie up your horses in front and
wait inside. I’ll go get the old fart.” The man disappeared back into the inn, leaving the door open for
them. 
They entered the door a few moments later and a portly man with the longest beard Aaron had ever
seen descended the stairs. He stopped next to the bar and straightened his hair that had the obvious look of sleep to it. The gruff little man was nowhere to be seen. 
“Welcome young sir, and fair lady. You're needing a room for the night, I'm told.” 
The man introduced himself as Derrel and looked Aaron up and down. Aaron greeted him and
Ehlena sat on one of the stools at the bar. The innkeeper thought the couple looked a bit dusty then he
spotted the pommel of Aaron’s sword. “Long road eh?” Aaron nodded. “I’ve got one room, our best one
in fact, but it’s a bit dusty so I can give it to you at a discount.” the man smiled cheerily as Aaron nodded and reached into his coin pouch and began feeling around for a few coins. Ehlena called from her seat. 
“Does the room have a bath?” she asked. Aaron rolled his eyes and the innkeeper laughed. 
“It does indeed, my dear young woman. Shall I get Barlin to heat up some water?” Ehlena nodded. 
“Enough for two or just one?” he asked. Ehlena looked over at Aaron who shot her a tired glance. 
“Two please,” she answered innocently. “Oh, and how far are we from the crown city of
Maramyr?” 

“Ah, the outskirts of the city are only a half day's ride from here. Is that where you’re going? It is
kind of late to be out on the road and they usually lock the main gates for the night. It’s good you stopped here.” 
Aaron reassured the man that they would be staying the night. He could not imagine trying to push
onward anyway. He was so tired that even his bones hurt. He gave him five of the gold coins from
Tarnath’s pouch and asked if it would be enough. The innkeeper chuckled as he showed them up to their
room and told Aaron that even their horses would get special treatment. Ehlena dashed into the room and
set about exploring it as Aaron and the innkeeper stopped in the doorway. 
“Not from these parts?” he asked Aaron. 
“No,” Aaron replied. “From Aghlar.” Derrel nodded. 
“Well, a word to the wise, get acquainted with the money around here, young sir. Here.” He handed
back three of the coins Aaron had given him. “You just gave me enough for two month’s stay. And, mark
my words, you’d be lucky to find an innkeeper as honest as myself.” 
“I appreciate the advice, sir,” Aaron told him. 
“And I appreciate the appreciating. And don’t be calling me sir. The name’s Derrel, plain and
simple.” 
“Mine’s Aaron, well met.” 
“Well met, indeed.” Derrel winked and the other two coins disappeared into his pocket. “Now let’s
see about your room. 
For such a small inn, the room was quite large. Derrel, the innkeeper lit some candles and they saw
that the bed was unmade. He quickly stripped the bed, rushed out and returned with a pile of fresh sheets and two heavy cloth towels. He apologised for not having any hot food but offered to bring them some
cheese and wine. Aaron told him that would be fine and he dumped his saddle packs over a chair and laid
his sword against it. 
He sat down on the edge of the bed and watched Ehlena as she explored the room. She seemed
particularly interested in the great wooden tub that lay on the far side of the bed. A heavy cord hung from the ceiling above the tub. Ehlena pulled it and water poured from a pipe and splashed into the tub. She
tugged the cord again and the water stopped. She walked over to where a tiny door opened into a small
room where one might answer the needs of nature, which also had a small basin of water set upon a stand, 
in front of a mirror, along with various other items. As she was opening and sniffing the various bottles on the counter in the room, there was a knock at the door. 
Aaron called out for whomever it was to enter and the door opened. The innkeeper appeared with a
tray, carrying the promised food and drink and, under one arm, he carried clean and folded sheets. 
“Ah, I see you’ve tried my water spout.” He smiled at Ehlena and placed the tray on a small table
by the wall and set about making the bed. He looked over at Aaron who raised an eyebrow. “Once the fire
gets going on the heater, warm water will come out of it. It should be good and ready once you’re done
eating.” 
“Thank you,” Ehlena said graciously. “I was beginning to feel badly. It is kind of late for that other
fellow to be out lugging buckets of hot water. What an ingenious invention this is.” she pulled the cord
and put her hand under the spout. It was already beginning to warm. The innkeeper laughed. 
“To be honest, my lady, it was Barlin's idea. He thought it up himself. I guess he got tired of
carrying buckets and its great for business. He has even sold the contraption to a few of the inns in the city. He’s become quite the businessman.” 
“Well,” exclaimed Ehlena, “I shall have to tell all the ladies at court about this. It is simply
marvellous.” Derrel chuckled as Ehlena gave a few more tugs on the cord, turning the water on and off
again. Aaron smiled tiredly at him and the innkeeper nodded and rubbed his hands together. 
“Anyhow, I’ll leave you two for the night. Would you like an early wake up or would you prefer to
sleep late?” he asked with a wink. Aaron’s face reddened with the suggestion. He asked Derrel to wake
them in time for breakfast. The innkeeper nodded approvingly. As Aaron tore off a hunk of bread and
sliced a few pieces of cheese, Ehlena ran her hand across the covers of the bed. 
“At least the bed is big enough for us both,” she said and Aaron got a piece of cheese caught in his
throat. He gulped down a glass of the wine and coughed. Ehlena just winked at him and Aaron coughed
again. When she was done with the bed she checked the water and judged it warm enough, hooking it on a
peg so the water poured steadily. She walked over to where he sat and stole a piece of cheese from the
plate. “You first. We have to make sure you’re presentable for city living. Besides, I’m hungry,” she told him. Aaron decided that he had better not argue with the increasingly wilful young lady and agreed. “I
know, I know, I won’t look,” she teased and turned back to the plate of food. 
Aaron quickly slipped into the tub, which had almost filled and unhooked the cord to stop the water. 
He had never had a hot bath and was amazed at how his tired and aching muscles immediately relaxed. 
He had just settled in to soak when Ehlena appeared at the side of the tub. She had his clothes in her hand and thrust them into the water in front of Aaron. 
“What did you do that for?” he asked her. 
“We’ll be in Maramyr tomorrow. That means we’ll be meeting my aunt Elaine. That means we’ve
both got to look presentable, and that means clean, and smelling nice, country boy,” she explained, talking to him as if he were a child. 
Aaron grumbled then set to scrubbing his clothes in the bath water. Ehlena opened a bottle and
poured a thick blue liquid into the water, which soon set to bubble. “Soap. Don’t worry, I think it's
supposed to be for men.” Aaron grumbled some more now that he smelled like cedar and woodchips. 
When he was done, Ehlena took his clothes for him and hung them over one of the chairs and handed him
one of the soft, cloth towels so he could get out of the tub. He eyed her suspiciously as he wrapped it
around his waist while the mischievous and stubborn girl from Aglar pretended to look away. 
The tub had drained and Ehlena poured herself a fresh bath and this time the water steamed, heating
the room. She closed the tiny window, shut the drapes and hopped into the tub with a splash. Within
minutes the room was filled with the smell of berries and flowers. Aaron sat and ate some more of the
cheese and drank a bit of wine while Ehlena splashed around noisily in the water scrubbing and
scrubbing. Aaron tightened his towel around his waist, reached into his pack and pulled out one of his
books then sat back down at the small table and began to look through the pages. It was a kind of picture book, but its pages were always different, made of images, sometimes beautiful, and sometimes terrible. It was one of the few things he had not lost, and only because he had taken it with him to Ashford. He took it everywhere. Lost in thought and the images of the book, he had almost managed to completely ignore the
racket when the drain stopper opened and the water gurgled noisily away. Aaron kept his eyes locked on
the book but somehow felt distracted. He looked up from the pages, a little disoriented, when he heard a
noise as Ehlena dove under the heavy covers of the bed. 
“Are you coming?” she asked as she squirmed to get comfortable among the blankets. 
“It’s okay, I’ll put out my bedroll,” he said. 
“Don’t be silly. You’ll be dirty again by morning if you sleep in those smelly old blankets. What are
you reading anyway?” she asked. Aaron shrugged. 
“Just a book.” 
“A book huh? Am I that boring?” she asked impishly. Aaron cast her a suspicious look. “Oh, come
on, I won’t bite. I promise,” she insisted. “Bring the lamp and you can read it to me.” 
Aaron decided it couldn’t hurt so he blew out the candles and choked the wicks of the oil lamps in
the room, then placed one on the night table next to the bed. Ehlena pulled open a corner for him to get in. 
“Lose the towel, kind sir. It’s wet.” She turned her head away and scrunched her eyes closed tight. 
Aaron sighed and dropped the towel over the side table, where it could dry, and slipped into the covers. 
Ehlena opened her eyes and looked at the book, closed in his hand. “So, what is it?” 
“Just a book,” he told her as he opened the pages. She scrambled over and leaned close to him as he
flipped through the pages. 
“There are no words. Do you read words too, or just pictures?” she asked. As she looked at the
book, she felt drawn to it, as though it were alive somehow, but something about the book bothered her. 
Still, she found it hard to look away. 
“I can read words. What about you?” Aaron said, breaking her thoughts from the book. Elena
choked at his question as though it were preposterous that she would not be able to read. 
“Of course! I can read in three languages and I can speak two more besides that!” she told him
proudly. “It’s very proper for a noblewoman to understand languages. Especially when visiting with
foreign dignitaries.” 
Aaron smiled and nodded as he turned a page. Ehlena gasped, craning over to look at the
illumination on the border. “It’s beautiful.” 
The picture showed a hand made of stars that held a white rose with petals falling away from it. 
Aaron had not seen this one before and stopped to look at it for a moment. He felt that the longer he
looked, he could see deeper into the many layers of petals of the white flower. Ehlena rested her head on Aaron’s shoulder and gazed at the page, feeling a sense of longing as she looked at it. 
“If a man gave me a flower as beautiful as that, I’d have no choice but to love him forever,” she
said. 
Aaron thought about asking her why a flower would make her love someone but he noticed that
Ehlena had already fallen asleep. 
CHAPTER FIVE
It was mid afternoon when Aaron and Ehlena neared the crown city of Maramyr and Aaron
marvelled at how beautiful the towers and many buildings looked against the great lake behind it. The sun shone behind the towers as it dropped closer to the deep blue horizon of the lake. He remembered that
Lake Mara was the largest inland lake in the West. It collected rivers running from the edge of Elvanar
and from the southern mountains of Kandar then joined up with the great river that mptied out into the
ocean near the lands of Aglhar. Ships from the sea were said to sometimes travel all the way up to Lake
Mara and Aaron was amazed to see the tall masts drifting across the water just away from the city. The
view of the city itself was truly grand. As they rode past a guard post on top of a hill, still a distance from the city, Aaron could see the many small villages and estates that littered the surrounding countryside and he realized that each of them was at least as big as Ashford, and it made him feel as though his life was very small and insignificant, compared with how many people must live on those lands. 
At the main gate to the city, Aaron watched as merchants and travellers shuffled in long lines, 
waiting to register with the guards, explaining their various purposes for visiting the city. He saw a
procession of men and women wearing black robes pass through without so much more than a glance from
the guards. Ehlena showed one of the guards her family ring and gave him her name. She told him that
Aaron was her bodyguard. The guard consulted his book and saw that Ehlena was listed as a resident of
the city and brusquely permitted them to pass. 
Once into the city, they made their way through the throng of people going about their business in the
great city. Aaron could not help but stare at the variety of people of all shapes, sizes and manners of
dress. He had thought that festival time in Ashford was busy, but the crown city looked as though every
day were some kind of major gathering and, from what Ehlena told him, this was just the way it was on
any given day. He had never before seen such a large collection of people in one place. 
They made their way through the main market district toward another high wall behind which tall
buildings rose up toward the royal palace that overlooked them all and, before long, they found
themselves at the gates to the inner city where many of the nobles kept apartments and their own small
palaces in the city. Aaron noticed that the few people who waited at these gates were much more
elegantly dressed than most of those in the outer city. Again, the guards granted them access and this time were much more welcoming, though they did cast a few disapproving looks at Aaron's rough clothes. 
Ehlena thanked the guards graciously and led Aaron into the inner city to find her aunt Elaine. 
Ehlena had not been to her aunt's residence in Maramyr for several years but she remembered the
way and soon they came to a gate in front of a large residence. As they dismounted, a finely uniformed
guard met them at the entrance and conducted them and their horses to an outdoor antechamber just inside
the gate. He told them they would have to wait briefly for admission to the main yard and that a servant
would bring refreshments for them immediately. 
As the guard disappeared into the building, Aaron inspected the miniature courtyard that led from
the gate to the main courtyard and realized that it made for excellent protection against unwanted guests. 
Even if intruders could get past the main gate to the property, this small courtyard was walled by high
smooth marble with solid doors at each end, doors that could be barred and, undoubtedly bolstered from
the other side in the event of an emergency. The high walls were also traversable on the inside, with a thin walkway running their length, and would allow defenders to drop all manner of unpleasantries upon
undesirables. Aaron wondered if the rest of the city’s structures were built as defensibly as this. 
The servant appeared as promised, bringing a caraffe of light-colored wine and drinking glasses, 
one each for Aaron and Ehlena, welcoming them to relax while they waited. After a short while, a small
procession of people appeared in the main courtyard all wearing white except one. The person they
followed, dressed in a dark violet gown of shimmering fabric was obviously Ehlena’s aunt Elaine who, 
upon seeing her niece, immediately bid them enter. Ehlena ran to her aunt and the noblewoman gathered
the girl into a warm embrace. 
“Oh, you finally made it home safely!” she said warmly. “I was worried that your mother’s friend
would get you in some sort of trouble.” Aaron noted the obvious disapproval in aunt Elaine’s voice as she mentioned Matthius. The people, who had accompanied her, appeared to be servants and they quickly set
about taking care of the horses and unloading the saddlebags. Ehlena cheerily smiled at her aunt and
beckoned for Aaron to follow them into the house. 
Aaron caught himself gawking at the inside of the building. Fine carpets covered the smooth stone
floors and expensively polished furniture was arranged in every room in a way that to Aaron looked very
particular. A coat of arms was hung inside the main entrance and paintings of richly garbed nobles from
generations past adorned the walls. Ehlena appeared not to notice these things and was busily explaining
their trip to her aunt. 
“I’m fine auntie, really. But Matthius was killed by some men who took over a town we stopped
at,” she told her gravely. 
The older woman scowled. “I knew it. He took you into danger and now he’s paid for it. Oh, what
your mother saw in that man, I don’t know.” 
Ehlena frowned back at her. 
“Some soldiers were being disrespectful towards me and he defended my honor, aunt Elaine. It was
terrible and if it weren't for Matthius, I would surely have been killed. It was very brave.” Her aunt
nodded, her features softening only slightly. 
“Brave but stupid, and it got him killed,” she said. 
“He was protecting my honour,” Ehlena repeated. Her aunt just shook her head. 
“We really have to do something about that kind of thinking? I think you’ve been living at Aghlar for
too long. I don’t know what your mother saw in the place. Honour, they justify everything with honour and then they carry on the way they do. It’s simply scandalous. Aghlars.” she scoffed. “They didn’t hurt you
did they?” 
“No, auntie. I’m fine, thanks to Aaron, here. He and his uncle tried to help us and his uncle got
killed too.” It was then that Elaine noticed Aaron. She did not smile but her scowl softened for a brief
moment. She gave Aaron a closer look and her scowl returned. All of a sudden, Aaron was very aware of
how common he must look in the beautiful and richly built estate. Ehlena continued, quickly explaining
who Aaron was. 
“Aaron helped me get here safely and I was hoping we could help him. You see, Aaron’s home
burned down during the fight with the soldiers. He is very brave and could easily get a commission from
the palace, I think.” Ehlena tried to stand a little taller and face her aunt's disapproving gaze, determined that Elaine should help Aaron. 
“Well, I see you have already have it all figured out, Ehlena,” the older woman responded. Her
eyes fluttered for a moment and Elaine took on a regal bearing at which she seemed to have had great
practice. “One thing at a time, my dear. Aaron, is it? Well met, young man. Thank you for delivering my
niece to me. It sounds as though the two of you have had a horrible time and, as much as I dread hearing
all about it, first thing is first, lets get you both cleaned up and into some proper clothes. We will talk more over supper.” Elaine snapped her fingers at one of the servants, who was standing nearby, and she
took on a more commanding tone. “Put him in one of the east guest rooms and see that he gets some decent
clothes to wear.” 
“Thank you,” was all Aaron could say, before he found himself being ushered away by an
innocuous looking man in white. Ehlena managed to nod and smile as she waved goodbye to him. She
winked as her aunt spirited her away through one of the large archways. 
Aaron was taken to a large room decorated with tapestries of dark, rich, blues in a room adorned
with darker wood. He had barely managed to explore the room before another servant arrived with his
belongings and yet another came with a stock of shirts, pants and other such articles of clothing. The man with the clothes informed him that he needed to measure his arms and legs and he unfurled a long ribbon
with markings on it. He stared at Aaron for a moment, then he picked out a few items from the stack of
clothes he had brought, then he sent the rest of them away with the other man, who had put Aaron's
saddlebags next to a large bureau in the corner of the room. The man handed a set of clothes to Aaron. 
“These should suffice for now but proper clothing will be ready for you by morning. If you would
be so kind as to please remove your boots, young sir.” 
“My boots?” Aaron asked. 
“Yes sir. I must also measure your boots.” Aaron looked down at his leather boots. They were
patched and had been sewn in many places but they were still serviceable. 
“I thought I would buy some new clothes and I suppose a new pair of boots in the market
tomorrow,” Aaron told him. The man shook his head. 
“That will not do, young sir. Lady Valamyr retains the finest tailors and cobblers in the kingdom, 
and she has asked that we have you measured for boots and clothing, and anything else you might need. It
is very generous. I would accept the gesture.” 
“But it really is no trouble,” Aaron insisted. “I have a bit of money. No reason you should have to
work. Please thank Lady Valamyr for her offer, but I do not want to impose.” 
“Actually sir, I must stress that Lady Valamyr has commanded that we make you new things. 
Whether you choose to wear them or not is up to you but we must still make them. She does not like being
contradicted. It would be much simpler if you would just allow me to take your measurements so I may set
about pleasing my employer.” 
Aaron was too tired to object and the man quickly took a measurement of his legs, waist, and arms. 
He wondered especially about the boots when the man said he would need to take them with him. Aaron
did not want to part with his boots. It had been years since he needed new boots and had grown fond of
these ones. Still, Aaron remembered that Tarnath had always told him it was bad manners to pass up a gift from a host. He asked the man to make sure to bring back his old boots. There was no telling when they
might come in handy and besides, he kind of liked them. 
After they had left, he sat on the bed and rested Tarnath’s sword across his knees, fingering the ruby
on the hilt as he thought about the events that had led him here, sitting in a luxurious room in a beautiful estate in the crown city of the kingdom. Valamyr, the servant had said. Aaron remembered the name from
his history books and he remembered that they were tied to the crown. There was a King Alfred of the
House of Valamyr many generations ago, long before the Great War. If Ehlena was the niece of Lady
Valamyr, she was most definitely a noble and, from the look of this place, she was certainly from a very
wealthy family. Aaron did not know much about wealth but he did know that there was enough silver and
gold just decorating this household to feed most of Ashford for a year. Aunt Elaine also seemed to have an endless variety of servants around and her home was a veritable palace. It was certainly very different
from the life he had known. Another servant, a woman, appeared and asked him if everything was
acceptable then she told him that someone would come and retrieve him for supper some time later. He
thanked her and she left him again to his thoughts. 
After a short while, Aaron stood before a long mirror dressed in a fine blue shirt and some dark
loose fitting trousers. He wore them tucked into a pair of new dark boots brought to him by the man who
had taken his old ones. The boots were comfortable, though they were a little too big, but the man assured him that they were only temporary and he was dressed up to ‘the style’, which would be important if Lady
Valamyr were to be kept happy. Aaron looked at his reflection and tugged at the sleeves of his shirt. It
was a little small in the shoulders but he supposed he looked as well dressed as any of the people he had seen in the city. His hair was a little tangled but a brush he found tidied it up nicely. The white-robed servants had even provided him with a sharp razor and he was able to scrape away the scraggly growth of
the last few days. All in all, Aaron was fairly pleased with the way he had cleaned up. 
Supper was an entirely formal affair even though Ehlena, Lady Elaine and Aaron were the only ones
present at the long dining table. Ehlena wore a light green dress, nowhere near as elegant as her aunt’s but rich looking nonetheless. They dined quietly, Ehlena and her aunt exchanging bits of gossip about this lord and that lady and Aaron recognized some of the names they talked about from the books he had read, on
the histories of Maramyr. When they finished and were picking at some dessert fruit, Elaine asked Aaron
what he planned to do in Maramyr, and if he had any family in the city. Aaron told her that his parents had died and he had only known his uncle Tarnath. He merely hoped there might be some room for him to
work as a guard or soldier. He explained that he had learned some sword skills from his uncle and that he knew some basic smithing as well. 
“Of course, dear. You must know what you are about and have some way of making your way in the
world. I think you have been pretty successful at defending innocent young ladies from trouble this far. I’m sure there is room for you somewhere in Maramyr.” Aaron thought that she had warmed up to him a little
since earlier. He thought that maybe now that he was better dressed, she felt more comfortable talking
with him. 
“I hope you’re right Lady Valamyr,” he addressed her formally, which Elaine seemed to like. 
“Ehlena suggested I should try to get a commission.” 
“Yes, that’s right. Worry not, young man. A dear friend of mine has already agreed to meet with you
after supper. He is a magistrate here in Maramyr and has some influence at the Military Academy. 
Perhaps he can help you. He should be here by now. I instructed the servants to admit Lord Carlis to your chambers if he arrived early.” She smiled gracefully. 
“Lord Carlis? I’ve heard of him. His signature is on every trade document in Ashford.” Aaron was
impressed. The signature of Lord Carlis was usually accompanied by the royal crest of Maramyr, which
meant he was likely someone very important. 
“That’s the one,” Elaine confirmed. “He is a member of the Royal Council and has been the
Treasurer to the Court for many years.” 
“He's from the Royal Council?” 
“Yes, they're a group of nobles and officials who run the kingdom along with the Regent. The
Council used to advise the King and Queen, but until the princess comes of age to wear her crown, 
Maramyr does not technically have a ruler, except for Cerric, but Lord Carlis and the Council keep him in line, most of the time.” 
“You didn’t have to go to the trouble,” Aaron protested. He already knew about the Royal Council, 
but he did not want to interrupt Lady Valamyr. Most of all, he did not want to make a fuss and certainly
did not want to waste the time of someone as important as Lord Carlis. 
“Of course I did. You brought dear Ehlena to me and rescued her from that awful Manfred who will
definitely hear about this. Really, Carlis won’t mind a bit, he’s already had some problems with Manfred
and one of the other magistrates. He’s really a dear fellow and, until he has made the proper
arrangements, you are welcome to stay with us in my humble home.” 
“Thank you,” Aaron said simply. Lady Valamyr smiled and nodded, her eyes glinting with her own
clever intelligence. 
As if on cue, a servant appeared and told them that Lord Carlis had arrived. Aaron thanked
Ehlena’s aunt and excused himself. He thought it would better that he not keep a Lord waiting in his room, especially one who might get him into the Military Academy. He had been hoping maybe to get some
lowly guard job while he thought about what to do with his life but had not expected this. 
Aaron had heard of the Academy. It was a place where nobles from Maramyr and many other
kingdoms sent their sons to burn off the energies of youth and learn the skills of statecraft and war. Aaron knew that Academy attendance was limited to highborn nobles. He doubted that he would be admitted to
such a place, having grown up in the country and with such a common upbringing. He lost his way and a
servant showed him back to his room. As Ehlena’s aunt Elaine had said, he found a sharply dressed dark
haired gentleman waiting in his quarters when he opened the door. He was looking at Tarnath’s sword
and stepped away from it when Aaron entered the room. 
“You must be Aaron,” the man said, greeting him. Aaron nodded. “I’m Carlis, a friend of Lady
Valamyr.” he took a seat at the small table near the wall and bid Aaron to join him. “She asked if I might be of some assistance. She suggested you might want to attend the Academy.” 
“Yes, Lord Carlis,” Aaron told him. The nobleman laughed. 
“Ah, you can just call me Carlis, Aaron. I’ve never gotten used to the Lord part. I wasn’t always a
‘Lord’ you know.” Aaron gave him a questioning look, to which he responded, clarifying. “The title was
given to me.” 
Carlis explained that before King Cerric took the throne, his older brother, Gregor ruled Maramyr. 
Carlis had been a kind of negotiator with his house and his responsibilities primarily concerned working
out agreeable settlements with the rural landowners for taxation. He had managed to work out a very
simple tax system that kept the royal coffers full and did not overburden the peasants. Carlis had also set up a reserve in the Royal Treasury to be set aside, for years of poor harvests. 
“King Gregor liked what I did because it enabled him to rule effectively without overly taxing his
subjects. After the system was in place, he wanted me to be in a position to make sure it worked so he
made me a magistrate on the Royal Council and gave me a charter of responsibilities, mostly to do with
taxes. That way I get invited to counsel meetings. It’s a damn shame Gregor’s no longer with us. Cerric
has been pushing the Council raising taxes constantly since he took the throne. I don’t know what he does with all the surplus but I know the palace certainly doesn’t need it.” 
Aaron listened carefully. It seemed as if this Lord Carlis was the kind of man who had a lot on his
mind most, if not all, of the time. He also knew from listening to farmers like Brian’s father, the old king Gregor was very highly regarded, unlike his brother the new king who they often complained about
bitterly, usually because of the taxes they were forced to pay. 
Carlis paused for a moment in his story, realizing that he was probably boring the young man to
death. 
“Anyhow, I’m sure you don’t care too much for local politics," he said. 
“Actually, my uncle made me study a lot about the history of this city, of this kingdom and others as
well.” Aaron told him. “Is this family house the same Valamyr as King Alfred Valamyr?” he asked. 
“Yes, as a matter of fact, it is!” Carlis smiled widely. “You’re quick. A great family laid low many
generations ago, but mark my words, Elaine’s a smart one. In another half a lifetime, she might just
become rich enough to buy the throne. She’s got half the craftsmen in the city in her pay and all of the
clothiers. She just bought a tannery on the other side of town, massive place.” 
“That explains the boots and the clothes,” Aaron commented. 
“The what?” 
“Her servants insisted that I was to get new clothes and boots. I told them that I didn’t need them
but…” 
“That sounds like Elaine. She probably wants to show off some of the latest work from her shops. I
guess you’ll be the smartest dressed young soldier in the Academy.” Carlis shook his head smiling. 
“She has been very generous,” Aaron said, feeling genuinely grateful. 
“Well, you brought Ehlena back to her.” Carlis raised an eyebrow, hoping Aaron might divulge
something about his intentions toward the young girl. 
“She is pretty important to Lady Valamyr,” Aaron said
“More than you know and a word of caution, Aaron my boy. Elaine is very protective of that young
girl. While the Lady Valamyr is grateful, I think she might also want you out of the way, if you know what I mean.” Carlis misinterpreted the look of confusion on Aaron’s face. “Don’t be offended lad, but I’m sure that Ehlena’s aunt has plans for her and to be honest, they likely involve marriage to some highborn noble. 
The House of Valamyr may be small these days, but it is a proud one and I think Elaine might want to keep you from being a distraction. Just in case you had any thoughts about Ehlena.” Lord Carlis stared at
Aaron. Aaron gave him a confused look and then comprehension dawned upon him. 
“It didn’t occur to me at all. I hope I didn’t offend Ehlena’s aunt. I didn’t even expect to stay here. I just wanted to get her home. It seemed like the right thing to do,” he stammered. 
“And so it was. Don’t worry about Lady Valamyr, you’re a small fish and so long as she doesn’t
think you’re after her fortune, I think she’ll like you. My goodness, it’s refreshing in this city to talk to someone so guileless as you.” Aaron thanked him. Carlis told him a little bit more about what he did in
the city and was pleased to hear that Aaron was from Ashford. 
“So, Lady Elaine asked me to help you get started. Well, you’re definitely strong. And I see you
carry a sword. Do you know how to use it?” Carlis asked. Aaron nodded. “You might do well at the
Military Academy? What are your resources, skills? Let’s call this an interview,” Carlis said as he took a seat on the corner of one of the heavy wood tables in the room. Aaron opened up his saddlebags and
started pulling things out. 
“Well, I have a small bit of money but I’m not sure what it’s worth.” Aaron handed over the pouch
he had taken from the cottage and told Carlis about the honest innkeeper. Carlis held the pouch closed in his hand while he listened as Aaron continued. “I worked as a blacksmith, fixing tools and
ploughshares...and I learned how to handle weapons from my uncle. He also schooled me in history and
had me study languages though I don’t know if I’m good at any of them since I’ve never really been
anywhere except Ashford, and now here.” Carlis nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe I could be a guard or
something, or maybe a hunter. I’ve lived in the forest my whole life and I can track just about anything. 
Since I don’t know anyone or have any family, now that my uncle is gone, maybe the army would take me. 
I really don’t know what else I’d be good for.” Aaron shrugged and put his thumbs in the front of his belt. 
“I see,” said Carlis, pondering. “Weapons, history, and languages. It sounds like you’ve had as
good an education as any highborn in Maramyr ,my boy,” Carlis said, but using the High Kandran
language. It was a test. 
“You think so?” Aaron answered back in the same tongue. 
“I do. And furthermore I find it curious that you lived in Ashford.” Carlis switched to an Elvan with
an accent that sounded a little strange to Aaron’s ears but he understood it. Aaron answered back in his
best Elvan and Carlis’ eyes widened a bit. “Old Elvan at that! Well done!” He smiled then broke into
Ansari, the language of the eastern desert. 
“I always thought it a waste of time, no one speaks the desert language in Ashford,” Aaron
answered in his best Bashane, a common dialect of the Ansari. The older man looked pleased. Carlis
asked what other languages Aaron spoke. Aaron told him of the others and that he also wrote in most of
them. 
“Well, I think the Academy is a splendid idea! We can probably get you in if you’d like. I have a
friend there who is the Senior Captain and he might be willing to work something out for you. What do
you think?” 
“That would be great.” Aaron wondered that things were turning out better than he could have
imagined, considering how he had felt these past days. 
“Well, the only other thing we should consider is your finances.” Carlis pulled the leather strings of
the money pouch apart and opened it. 
“I don’t know if there’s enough there to pay for the Academy,” Aaron said, hoping his gold would
be enough. Carlis laughed when he saw what the pouch contained. 
“There’s certainly enough here to last you a good long while, far too much to be carrying around, in
fact. The best part, my boy, the High Academy doesn’t cost a thing, sort of an old tradition. One of the few things that is still funded by the palace, I guess King Cerric still appreciates the value of defendable
borders, and having half the nobles of neighboring lands attending school in Maramyr makes us less
convenient to attack. All the nobles receive free military training so long as they promise to obey the king and respect his wishes. But you’ll learn all about that at the Academy.” 
“Let’s see if we can sneak you in as a minor noble of some kind. You’ll do better with your
languages and studies that way. In the meantime, I can keep hold of your money for you and even have it
invested if you would like,” he offered. “Only safe things, of course. I’ve never been much of a risk taker. 
Then, if you should want it or need it for anything, you just come see me.” 
Aaron decided he might as well trust the man. Lady Valamyr was respectable to the point of even
disapproving of Aaron himself. If Carlis was a trusted friend of hers, then he could probably do worse
than trusting him as well. 
“As long as I can get it if I need it,” Aaron said, still a little hesitant. 
“Any time,” Carlis told him then he took out a few of the gold pieces and handed them to Aaron. 
“You should keep a few coins for walking around. Always good to have a couple coins in your pocket.” 
Aaron nodded. 
“One more thing, before I go,” said Carlis. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about this sword. It’s not
a standard blade. I don’t know much about using swords but I do know how they are made and this one
was very well made indeed. But that’s beside the point; this sword with its fat red ruby on the pommel
has some definite significance here in Maramyr. Where did you get it?” 
Aaron told him that it had been his uncle’s and that he had been a Captain of something in Maramyr. 
He showed Carlis the royal writ of promotion and the man’s eyebrows raised a bit. “Tarnath Coromay,” 
Carlis read the name aloud. “This is going to be easier than I thought.” He seemed pleased. “You say this man trained you, that he was your uncle?” 
“He did, and yes he was,” Aaron said, fighting back the flood of emotions at having lost the old man
who was pretty much a parent to him his entire life. Carlis seemed to sense Aaron's discomfort and
quickly continued. 
“Very good. Let’s see if we can’t get you an introduction at the Academy. And I’ll give you a piece
of sound advice. Don’t let anyone see the hilt of this sword. You’ll have to wrap it anyway once you’re at the Academy so I don’t see it as a problem. I remember this man Tarnath. He left the city a long time ago on shaky terms with the King, well the Regent Cerric, who likes to call himself a king. Now that I think
back, I may have met your uncle once or twice and I’m sure that my friend at the Academy knew him quite
well. I’ll let him know, but for now but just keep that bit of information to yourself. You never can be too careful these days.” 
Aaron nodded again, not quite understanding all of what Carlis was talking about. 
“The man’s name is Nathas, Senior Captain Nathas. Listen, don’t worry about a thing. I’ll talk to
him this evening on my way back to the palace. I’ve got to go there on business anyway. I’ll send someone around either tomorrow or the next day to let you know.” Carlis shook Aaron’s hand and headed for the
door and then paused before exiting. 
“In the meantime you should see a bit of Maramyr. They don’t let you out of the Academy very often
once you’re in and it would pay to do a bit of exploring. Oh, and watch out for the east quarter. And
remember, wrap that hilt, dark blue leather would be best if you can find some. It’ll mark you as
Maramyrian. Goodnight master Aaron.” he waved and let himself out. 
Aaron sat down on his bed and breathed a sigh. Lord Carlis was a talkative man. Aaron could see
why he had done well as negotiator for the King. He immediately seemed trustworthy and Aaron hoped
that he proved to be that since he had just given him most of his money. Shrugging off any worries he had, he decided to retire early and get a good sleep. The day had been long enough already. Just as Aaron was
getting ready for bed there came a knock on the door to his room. He called for whomever it was to enter. 
It was Ehlena. She was dressed for bed as well. 
“Hello Aaron. I guess you met Carlis. What did he say?” she sat on the edge of his bed. 
“Yes, well he seemed pretty confident that I should go to the Academy. He even thinks he might get
me into the High Academy.” 
“The High Academy?” she asked. Aaron nodded. “That Carlis is pretty clever. I can see why my
aunt likes him,” she told him. 
“Well, he seems like he knows a lot, ” Aaron agreed. “You think it might be a good choice, the
Academy, I mean?” 
“Oh it is, Aaron. It would be wonderful for you,” she said excitedly at first then she became quiet as
she reflected further. “I guess that means we won’t see each other much after. I hear they don’t let you out of the Academy for a year, except for during festivals and maybe a formal march or two in the great
square.” 
“Really?” Aaron was somehow not surprise. While Carlis had not mentioned any of that, he
suspected that Lady Valamyr might not want him spending too much time with her niece. 
“Oh, it’s always the way and it makes sense. But I fear that living with my aunt, I won’t be able to
come visit. It wouldn’t be proper. I may be young but I’m not dense. My aunt, as much as she complains
about the Alghars and their sense of honour, she’s got her own obsession about things being proper. I do
think she likes you and we’re all in your debt, me most of all, but in her eyes, you’re not proper.” she
frowned a little. “I’m going to miss you Aaron. You’ve been a good friend.” she spoke haltingly. 
“It’s all right,” Aaron assured her. “We can still be friends. Maybe I can visit once in a while. 
Besides, you’ll probably be busy anyway. Carlis tells me that this is a big city with lots of things to do.” 
“Yes, I know that, but Aunt Elaine is already talking about shipping me off to her country estate, 
which in her world probably means first thing in the morning. I just snuck over to see you because I
wanted to say a proper goodbye.” She sniffed a little then leaned in close to him and kissed him, catching him completely off guard. Then she said “Goodnight,” then rose and left. Confounded by the girl, Aaron
took a deep breath and lay back on his bed in wonderment, noticing the faint scent of flower petals that
still lingered in the air. 
CHAPTER SIX
Queen Calexis lay back on the sheer fabric covering the expansive bed enjoying the smooth softness
against her naked skin. Her soldiers had reported that the trader who had been transporting the material
told them it had been spun by worms of some kind. She luxuriated among the fine sheets not caring where
it was from whence they had come. They felt glorious. 
A slow chime could be heard from outside the Queen’s chamber. She closed her eyes and listened
to the solid footsteps as they traversed the long hall growing closer. It would be one of her generals. Only the soldiers walked so heavily in her palace. Calexis wondered which one it would be. She hoped it
would be one of the younger ones. She always enjoyed looking at them when they entered her domain. As
the sound grew closer, Calexis carefully reached among the bedsheets and wrapped her fingers around the
hilt of a long, jewelled sword. She tilted her head upward as the man entered the room, clad only in light cotton breeches and boots. 
It had been one of Calexis’ first decrees upon assuming the Xallan throne that no one should enter
her presence able to conceal a weapon of any kind. After all, she of all people knew how dangerous it
was to sit in that particular chair and that those who were not careful, did not sit in it for long. General Nazar stood at the far edge of his Queen’s chamber. He was visibly uncomfortable and did not approve of
this rule of the young Queen. Calexis motioned for him to approach her as she rose from her bed, clad
only in a sheer bedsheet, and carrying the wickedly sharp looking blade that trailed lazily from her hand.. 
Calexis was young, the youngest child of King Nerak and the only surviving member of the royal
family. The General marveled at how such a beautiful and innocent-looking girl could have murdered her
entire family and still smile so comfortably at him. He caught himself staring at her naked body and forced his eyes to meet her and fought the arousal that he felt twitching in his loins. Calexis noticed his
discomfort and smiled impishly as she noticed him adjusting his stance. 
“General, I am touched that you feel that way about me,” she teased. Calexis smiled to herself. This
was Nazar’s first visit to her palace and she wondered just how uncomfortable this gruff old soldier was
now that he was completely disarmed, well almost. The man frowned and saluted his Queen. 
“My Queen, I am here to report on our campaign against the Kingdom of Quan,” he told her, hoping
that talk of business would distract him sufficiently from the Queen’s physicality. Calexis lifted her sword and gestured between the General’s legs. 
“Do not apologize. I’ll accept that as a salute. Things are as they should be General. Now tell me
about Quan. Have they accepted my terms?” Calexis touched the tip of her sword to the stone floor and
idly spun the blade. 
“Yes my Queen. But they ask that you make one concession to them?” he told her. General Nazar
already knew what would be her answer. The blade stopped spinning. 
“Oh? And what is that?” she asked. 
“They ask that you guarantee the safety of their ruling house. They have heard about what happened
at Tanela.” Calexis frowned at him and General Nazar cleared his throat uncomfortably. 
The General hoped that Calexis’ displeasure would not extend to him. Tanela had been the first of
Calexis’ conquests in the short year she had ruled the Xallan Empire. Her first order, once the previously free city-state had fallen, was the summary execution of the entire royal family. Nazar knew that Calexis still feared anyone who could challenge her authority as Queen, especially those who might be positioned
to inspire a revolt against her. At Tanela it had not caused any problems because the Taneli ruling house had been so corrupt, the local populace had considered it justice. They had welcomed their new Queen. 
Quan, however, was a different story altogether. It was ruled by a council made up of the heads of
several different families whose lineage extended back even beyond the time of the Mage Wars over a
thousand years ago. These royal administrators were well loved by the people of Quan and respected for
their fairness, not to mention that each family was numerous in its membership and to kill all of them
would be murder on a mass scale. Nazar wondered whether Calexis would consider these things, which
he had written into his report a month previous when his forces had conquered the Quan. 
Calexis pursed her lips and spun on her heel, walking briskly away from him. Nazar let out his
breath, relaxing a bit now that the young woman’s eyes were no longer on his nakedness. The young
Queen walked to the table beside her bed and lifted a sheaf of papers. The General recognized his
reports. 
“I read this, General and I have come up with a plan. I would like your opinion and, General, I
demand only one thing of you. You will be honest with me, always.” Nazar’s eyes rose to meet hers as
she continued. “You have proven yourself to be a capable administrator in the past and I value good
advice. I am young, yes, but I am not foolish. I will require your loyal assistance if we are to bring Xalla to her glory.” 
Something about General Nazar inspired her to be direct with him. He was a good Xallan, Calexis
judged him. Nazar had been her father’s advisor and had commanded the army flawlessly, executing his
king’s orders to the letter. But, unlike the other men Calexis’ father had employed over the years, Nazar had been the only one who he had ever permitted to argue with him. Not publicly, of course, but she had
often snuck into a nearby room to listen in on some of their private debates and had always found Nazar's opinions to be insightful, whether she agreed with his views or not. She did not think that she would
permit the man the same freedom but his advice would be valuable nonetheless. 
The young, milk-skinned, queen ran her eyes over Nazar’s much more mature but still well-muscled
body. Perhaps she would favour him in another way. A mild tremor ran between her legs as she crossed
them, suddenly intrigued by the thought of an evening of sport. But first, there was one other item of
business. 
“Now tell me about the Darga.” 
*****
A tall man in a black robe walked silently through the trees. The night was dark and the moisture in
the air lent a mist to the forest that all but obscured it. Ahead, the fires of a village burned brightly, warding off the chill in the air. The black-robe raised his hand and stopped. Behind him, a hundred
strangely shaped figures obscured by large hooded cloaks, halted their silent march. One pair of feet
continued their silent course until a figure came to stand next to the mage-priest. Under his hood, the mage saw the dark-cloaked bulk come to stand silently beside him and clawed, reptilian feet, nearly thrice the size of his own, settled upon the forest floor. 
The Darga, who answered to the name Gortak, turned to the mage with a low growl as his yellow
eyes glowed dimly from beneath his dark hood. He could smell the stink of fear the priest’s soft human
flesh gave off, warming his thin nostrils in the cold night air. The fear made Gortak’s dark blood boil with hunger but he felt the mage’s power bind him to obedience. There would be killing this night, but for now the mage was not to be prey to the hundred Darga waiting in the forest. 
With a snort, he moved his attention to the intended target of their attack, one of the many small
villages that lay in the midlands between Xalla and the kingdom of Maramyr. The smell of the cookfires
below rankled Gortak. The way these humans ruined their meat with fire was an offensive thing to the
Darga, who joyed in the warm iron of fresh blood from a still beating heart. He sniffed the air and, 
through the smoke, he could smell the humans and the many animals they kept in the village below. The
Darga would feast this night. Perhaps this alliance with the mage-priests was not without its advantages. 
The cloaked priest drew a sharp breath and, under the cowl of his own dark cloak, he nodded, 
signaling for the attack to begin. At once, a hundred Darga leapt forward, silent except for the hungry
breathing as they sampled the night air for their prey. In the village ahead, a horse neighed and circled the corral in which it’s owner had kept it safe for the night. Instinct gave it no better warning than would the inhabitants of the village have. The black-robed mage walked over to a fallen tree and watched the
carnage below. It would soon be over and he, along with the Darga, would again disappear into the
darkness of the forest. 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Brian clapped a hand over his brother’s mouth. Diller cried out as he awoke, frightened. He calmed
when he saw his older brother with a finger to his lips signalling him to be quiet, not that Diller would say anything. He had not spoken in days. Brian took his hand away and held it up. They could hear the
sound of horses approaching slowly. There was a soft click and the squeak of the great hinge on the barn
door as it was carefully swung open. 
From the boys’ hiding place in the hayloft, Brian could make out the shapes of horses being led into
the barn. In the dim light, he could not see whether they wore uniforms or not. He hoped they did not. 
Diller squirmed, trying to turn over to get a better look. He pushed with his foot against a large bundle of hay and it shifted from the pressure with an audible rustle. Diller returned his brother’s stern look with one of apology and more than a little fear. 
“What was that?” asked a voice below. 
“What was what?” another voice questioned. 
“I thought I heard something.” the first voice replied. 
“Like what?” yet a third voice spoke. 
“I don’t know,” said the first voice. “Something moved.” 
“You must be joking,” the second voice laughed quietly. “It was probably a rat, or a cat, or maybe
one of the horses. This place is deserted. The farmer cleared out over a week ago. Luckily, he left some
horse feed and a good roof to keep it dry.” 
Boots crunched across dried bits of hay on the hard floor of the barn below as another man
approached. 
“Unlucky for him, his house got burned with him in it,” said the new arrival. “We’ll rest up here
until nightfall. This area’s clear so let’s see if we can get a small fire going and cook up some of this meat before it spoils. I hate to light a fire in a barn but if we’re careful about it we should be okay.” 
The men below cheered quietly and set about digging a small pit and moving things around at the
other end of the barn, away from the hayloft. Good, Brian thought, that would keep them away from where
he and his brother lay hidden. He was worried that they planned to stay the whole day. The chance that
one of them, cooped up in the barn, would venture up to the loft was pretty high. He and Diller would
have to sneak out once the men had fallen asleep. Brian carefully rose and peered out the open portal in
the far wall. The moon still hung in the sky. The night was still young. There was time for them to find a way out. 
Brian did not know any longer how long he and his brother had been on the run. After he had left
Aaron and his uncle on the road from Ashford, he had circled back to his family’s farm where he had
waited for several days. When they did not arrive, Brian travelled the game trails back to Ashford where
he hoped he might catch a glimpse of them. 
Leaving his horse a way off from the town, Brian stole into Ashford only to find it overrun with
Manfred’s men. They patrolled the streets and the surrounding roads. Luckily, Brian had spent some time
at exploring Ashford the year before when he and his father had brought in the harvest. He was able to get close enough to slip in through the window of his aunt Mariel’s house without being seen. He had waited
silently for her to return, ready any moment to bolt out the back window where he had entered. 
Mariel had returned, but not alone. Two soldiers had accompanied her while she gathered her
inventory of material and sewing needles. Manfred was apparently commandeering her skills for his own
purposes. She would be leaving for the baron's castle that day. Hidden back in her room, Brian had
signalled his presence to his aunt who had begged the soldiers a moment’s indulgence while she changed
into more appropriate clothes for a journey. They indulged her request for some privacy and set about
raiding the kitchen pantry while she changed. 
With the door closed, Mariel told Brian that one of the townspeople had told the baron's men about
Tarnath when Manfred had offered a reward for information on the identity of those who had killed his
soldiers. They had questioned everyone in town about it and someone had mentioned that Tarnath had
been friends with Brian's father. With the town on curfew and no one allowed to leave, Jacob and his
wife had been staying with Mariel at her house. 
When Brian’s eye was drawn to a large stain on one side of the bed, Mariel began to cry, though
quietly lest the soldiers heard. Manfred’s men had tortured Jacob for three days, in Mariel’s own house, 
and for three days he had bled until he had died. Jacob never said a word to the soldiers and they had
finally given up and killed him. For now, she and her sister, Brian’s mother, were being held as prisoners and were being taken to Manfred’s lands to work as seamstresses. Brian’s brother Jake had tried to fight
the soldiers when they had taken his father, and had been killed on the spot. Marial had managed to hide
Brian’s youngest brother, Diller, just before the family was rounded up. 
Mariel instructed her nephew to lift the trapdoor beneath her bed once she had gone with the
soldiers. A short ladder would lead to a small cellar where she stored some supplies and where she had
hidden Diller before the soldiers had come. The space was not big enough to hide anyone larger than a
child and Diller had been there for days already. Mariel had been mortified not only at what Manfred’s
men had done to Brian’s father, but that his young brother Diller had been hiding underneath the floor the whole time and had never said a word. There was no way for her to check on him and she worried that he
no longer lived. She had hoped to check on him that day and sneak him out, but Manfred had assigned the
two guards to accompany her wherever she went. That task she passed on to Brian, who would better be
able to help young Diller if he lived. Understanding his responsibility, Brian embraced his aunt, bid her goodbye, and hid himself until she had departed with the soldiers. 
As soon as they were gone, he opened the trap door and discovered his brother, petrified from the
days of darkness and ill from sharing the small space with his own toilet. Luckily, Diller was a healthy
child and he had recovered physically within a few days. However, apart from the fearful mumblings
when he dreamt, Diller had not spoken a word since Brian had found him. 
They had escaped the town and, staying off the roads, had made their way through the woods in the
direction that Brian had hoped was the Dark Forest, the place where Lord Kaleb and his men were
rumoured to be hiding. Hungry and tired, they had come across a lone farm that had recently been
abandoned and had taken shelter in the barn where they were now trapped, by the men below. 
The fire they had lit was remarkably small and gave off almost no smoke, but Brian could smell the
meat cooking as it sizzled quietly against hot metal. Diller’s stomach rumbled loudly, the loudest waking noise he had made in days. Brian knew his brother was hungry. He himself was starving and he wondered
whether there might be an opportunity to steal some food from the men when they made their escape from
the barn. Brian caught himself, realizing that his hunger was starting to make him irrational. The risk of being caught was too great. He would have to concentrate on finding a way out and worry about eating
later. 
As if in response to his problem of escape, he heard a squeak as one of the men put his boot on the
dry wooden rung of the ladder to the hayloft. He froze and felt Diller go tense beside him. Brian closed
his eyes, praying to whatever gods might listen that they would make the soldier stay on the ground. 
Brian’s prayers went unanswered. There was a rattle and the creaking of the wooden ladder shifting
sounded as the man climbed the rungs to the hayloft. 
Quietly, Brian pushed loose hay overtop of his brother, hoping that the man would not see anything
but hay in the faint moonlight that flowed in from the open portal on the barn wall. As he gathered hay
over himself, he saw an orange glow as the man neared the top of the ladder. Brian cursed the fool who
would bring any kind of flame near a hayloft, the ultimate tinderbox. Covered from plain view with his
sword in his hand resting in the hay beside him, Brian could see that the man carried what looked to be a small oil lantern in his hand. He breathed easier that the man did not carry a torch. One spark from could set the whole place afire, but even the flame of an oil lamp, especially if it were to fall and break, would create an instant inferno. This gave Brian an idea. 
“What are you doing up there Fergus?” called the voice that Brian had decided was the leader of
these men. The man with the lantern, Fergus, leaned out over the edge and called down. 
“Just making sure the place is secure,” he said. The men below were ignoring the man by now and
he set about peering around the hayloft. Carefully, he walked toward where Brian lay hidden, gingerly
testing each board to be sure that it would hold his weight which Brian could see was quite a lot, if the size of the man said anything about him. Brian kept wishing that the man would turn around and descend
back to the ground floor but he did not. The man was nearly standing on him when he felt something sharp
at his groin. 
“Stand very still.” Brian said in a low voice. “We’d both burn if you dropped that.” The man
Fergus was startled but he did not budge. He could clearly see Brian’s sword levelled at his groin and
was enough of a man to value his manhood. 
“What do you want?” Fergus asked. Brian slowly rose, keeping his sword at the man’s tender parts. 
“Who are you?” Brian asked. “Manfred’s men? Kaleb’s? Or just plain outlaws?” 
A voice called from below. 
“Will you get down from there Fergus? The hayloft is no place for a lantern.” 
The man named Fergus took a deep breath as Brian shook his head. 
“I’m coming,” he called then held up his lantern to get a better look at Brian. “Hey, I've seen you
before. There is a reward out on your head, you know that.” His voice rose, becoming more audible. 
“No,” hissed Brian, increasing the pressure of his blade enough to quiet the man. “I didn’t know
that.” 
“Yeah, you’re like a hero sort of, in Ashford. You’re Brian right?” asked Fergus. 
Brian was confused. It made sense that the man might recognize him if there was a drawing out with
the reward, but the man didn’t seem frightened of him at all. In fact, Fergus seemed more than a little
slow. 
The big man spoke now with a thick voice as he called down to the men below. “Hey Kaleb, I was
right about there being something here. But it’s a bit bigger than a rat or a cat!” Frantic that the man had given him away, Brian nudged his blade threateningly, hoping to get the man to be quiet, but then he
panicked when the big man, Fergus, tossed his oil lamp in the air above his head. In one swift motion, 
Brian felt his sword being lifted from his hand and felt himself being dropped to the floor of the hayloft. 
As he fell, he saw Fergus smoothly catch oil lamp without so much as causing it to spill a drop of oil. He fell with a thud atop Diller who groaned from the impact. 
“What’s going on up there, Fergus?” the voice called again, more serious now. 
Fergus laughed. 
“Just doin' some mousin'. And it looks like I found me some mice!” he called and gestured with
Brian’s sword for him and his brother to move to the ladder. “You might as well come on down an’ eat
somethin'. If you was any thinner, I might not have recognized ya.” 
Brian’s fear at his own sword in the big man’s hand and his surprise at the offer of food completely
disoriented him. Brian found himself moving quickly toward the ladder, motioning his brother to follow. 
He had not realized just how hungry he was until the idea of eating had become a potential reality and the intoxicating smell of the meat cooking below was making him lose his thoughts. When he reached the
ladder, Brian stopped. 
“Did you say Kaleb?” he asked the man. Fergus nodded. 
“That I did.” He smiled. 
“Lord Kaleb?” Brian had to be sure. Fergus chuckled. 
“Hey Kaleb, you still a lord?” Fergus called to the man below. He was answered by a laugh. 
“Not if the royally heinous Cerric has anything to do with it,” Kaleb called back. 
Satisfied, and no longer caring, since he and his brother had no way to escape, Brian nodded and
began his climb down the ladder. Diller followed him down where they both found themselves
surrounded by drawn swords. After some shuffling and groaning, Fergus stepped off the ladder and
smiled at the men and the two boys standing at the ends of their swords. 
“We got ourselves a real live hero, Kaleb. This lad’s name is Brian, Brian of Ashford. Look at him
Kaleb.” Fergus said. One of the men squinted at Brian in the dim light as Fergus held up the lantern. 
“They did a good job of your picture lad. Is your name really Brian?” the man who was obviously
Lord Kaleb asked. Brian had seen him before several years before and recognized the now outlawed
nobleman. There was no mistaking Kaleb’s dark long hair and thick moustache. 
“I am Brian, son of Jacob and nephew of William who is one of your men.” Brian stood at attention
as best as he could. Kaleb nodded and smiled. 
“William of Ashford...” Kaleb said, pondering. He scratched his head then nodded. “I remember
him. I haven’t seen him for a couple of years though. He transferred to the king’s garrison way up north in the Kandaran mountains, last I heard.” He saw the look of disappointment appear on Brian’s face. “So, 
you’re Brian of Ashford. We heard about what happened there. Did you know that you’re a wanted man? 
They say you killed a bunch of Manfred’s soldiers and that you’re a fearsome outlaw in these parts. Is that true?” 
Kaleb leveled a questioning look at him that was skeptical more than anything. Brian certainly did
not feel very fearsome. All he really felt was hungry and as if on cue, a growl resounded from his empty
stomach. 
“I was in a fight with Manfred’s men so I guess that makes me an outlaw, but I’m no hero,” Brian
told him. 
Kaleb’s face took on a serious look and Brian worried that he might have said something wrong. 
“We know about what they did to your family,” Kaleb told him. “If you’re an enemy of Manfred and
the kind of justice dealt by Cerric at Maramyr, then, as I’m concerned, that makes you a friend of mine.” 
Kaleb extended his hand and Brian took it and breathed a sigh of relief. 
“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Lord Kaleb,” Brian said. Kaleb shook his head with a
chuckle. 
“No more lord, just Kaleb. Now, who’s this you’ve got with you?” he asked, dropping down to
Diller’s height. Kaleb’s men put their swords back in their sheaths. 
“Diller, my brother,” Brian told him. “He’s very hungry. Would you have any food to spare for
him?” 
Kaleb stared at the young boy and smiled. Diller nervously stepped behind his brother. 
“Certainly, for both of you. We’ve got too much venison and it's going to spoil if we don’t eat it. 
There’s more than enough for us all. Will you join us Brian of Ashford and young Diller?” Kaleb offered. 
Brian nodded and followed the men back to the fire, with his brother in tow. Fergus handed Brian
back his sword, which he gratefully accepted, feeling more secure to have its cold steel back at his waist. 
He reminded himself to ask the big man how he had been able to take the sword from him so easily. He
would ask him, after they had eaten. 


*****
At the palace, the mage priest Dakar did his best to make conversation with the group of black
robes who were growing impatient with waiting. How like the regent-king Cerric to take his time before
meeting with a delegation of the Priesthood. Dakar pictured Cerric sipping wine and slowly reading a
passage from some book of poetry, smiling to himself with the knowledge that nine powerful mages stood
waiting patiently for him to grace them with his presence. Dakar was about to excuse himself in order to
find Cerric when the great doors to the adjoining hall opened. Guards exited and took up positions outside the doors, and Dakar led the procession of black robes into the hall. 
At the far end, Cerric stood with his hands on a large table. Goblets of wine had been placed at the
seatings of the table opposite Cerric and servants waited in the shadows, ready to provide their guests
with their choice of refreshment. Dakar wondered what Cerric was up to. 
“Welcome honored guests. I thought you might perhaps enjoy some refreshment while we discuss
whatever it is you wish to discuss. I have instructed my many servants to provide whatever refreshments
you require. Please, be seated.” Cerric smiled and sat himself comfortably in the large chair that marked his place as the ruler of the room. One of the black robes stepped forward from the group and walked to
the seat directly opposite Cerric. Dakar rounded the table and took his usual seat at Cerric’s right. The others took their places along the table. 
“Regent-king Cerric. We thank you for this private audience and further for your more than generous
attention to our needs,” said the black robe as he seated himself. “I am Shadar of Xalla-Prime, special
advisor to her Imperial highness Queen and Empress Calexis. These brothers and sisters with me
represent various regions throughout both the Xallan Empire and the great Kingdom of Maramyr. We
thank you for your hospitality.” 
Cerric smiled warmly at the man, though inwardly he knew that the combined magics of these eight
mages and his own advisor, Dakar, whose loyalties were first to the Priesthood, were more than enough
to both depose and dispose of him should they so desire. Between them, they could probably level the
entire palace, although Cerric was fairly certain that this was not their purpose. He maintained his
composure, playing his own gambit. 
“And what, may I ask brings such a delegation to the capital of Maramyr?” Cerric asked. “What
assistance may I be to such a collection of powerful mages?” 
Shadar smiled at him. 
“We seek a partnership,” he told Cerric. “The heads of our order have sent us to negotiate with the
wise and noble monarchs of various lands that we might further the beauty and truth of our faith in the One Book and the light it brings to the souls of many.” 
“And you have come now from Calexis and the Xallans, have you not?” Cerric asked. Shadar
nodded. 
“Yes. As that is my home, I thought it best to secure the support of my own queen before venturing
forth to ask the same of others.” he told the regent. 
“And, what arrangement have you reached with the Xallan Queen?” Shadar smiled at Cerric’s
question. 
“She has, in wisdom beyond her youthful years, agreed to sanction the Holy Priesthood of Mages as
the spiritual leaders of the realm. We hope to bring peace and order to all the realms and teach of the One and Calexis has embraced our plan. We hope you will both permit and help us in this as well,” said
Shadar as Cerric sipped his wine. 
“Peace and order,” said Cerric. “Calexis has been conducting troop movements along my eastern
border for several months. Will my official sanction of your religion convince her to stop making
aggressive movements towards my territory?” 
Cerric knew full well that the Priesthood had, to date, made no direct moves to alter or influence
the outcomes of politics or war. From what he had gleaned from Dakar, and from his own sources of
information that confirmed the mage priests had become more aggressive in their ministrations, he
suspected that their policy of neutrality might be changing. 
“A most incisive question, good king. My queen expected that you might ask me of such things and
has given me several proposals contained in these documents.” Shadar pulled a slender message tube
made of black, jewel-encrusted, leather. “She has several concerns about the territories on your north-
eastern border near the eastern mountains of Kandara where her own lands meet yours to the east. There
have been reported raids from these mountains into the lands administered by Xalla and she had hope that
you would be of some assistance in this. Perhaps when we are finished detailing the goals of our spiritual mission, we can discuss these more political matters.” 
Cerric nodded and clasped his hands together. The request was surprising, given that Calexis had
more than enough soldiers to defend her territory. There was some other plan at work here and he
suspected it was not the Xallan Queen's as much as it somehow figured into the designs of the Priesthood. 
There would be some advantage for him in all of this and Cerric decided that he would play this game. 
“Very well. We shall first discuss this holy mission of yours today. And perhaps this evening, after
we have dined, we can discuss Calexis and my borders. But first, I would like to know what you are
willing to offer me, in exchange for my support.” Cerric smiled. 
Upon further reflection, he decided that as long as he kept his throne, he did not really care what the
priesthood wanted. He knew that there was little he could do to stop them spreading their religion
throughout the lands of Maramyr, which irritated him to some degree, but what good would it do to pit
himself against a veritable army of mages. Better to make them allies and keep them close where he could
keep an eye on them. If the mages were indeed focused more on their new religion and agreed to maintain
their outward neutrality, perhaps Calexis and the Xallan hordes might prove the resource he needed to
take control of the endless riches of the mountain kingdom of Kandara to the north. 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Early the next morning, a messenger arrived from the Academy where he was to be enrolled as a
noble. Aaron was a little uncomfortable with playing at being something he was not, but Carlis had
insisted the previous evening that it would be for the best since only the nobles received education in
matters of state and strategy. Carlis had told him he did not believe that permission to study should be
determined by birth and he wanted to ensure that Aaron received a proper education. 
When Aaron emerged from the guest room wearing the new clothes that had been placed in his room
while he had still slept, Lady Valamyr was ready to greet him. Ehlena had already gone, she explained, 
then she proceeded to dote on his new apparel. The noblewoman especially liked the new black boots he
wore and commented on their craftsmanship. They had, of course, been made at one of her workshops. 
They made their way to the main entrance and Aaron found that Lady Valamyr's servants had also re-
saddled Mathias’ dark chestnut mare for him and in the saddlebags he found a second pair of boots and
more clothes. Aaron mounted his horse and Lady Valmyr bid him an enthusiastically farewell. As he rode
out into the city streets, Aaron could not help but wonder how glad the woman was to see him go. 
It was not long until Aaron arrived at the Academy only having had to ask directions once on his
way there. The round, pointed tower that topped the Academy building was visible from almost every
point in the city walls, its height only surpassed by the royal palace itself, and it took him a very short time to get there. The porters and stable hands had already been informed of his arrival and, after a few brief introductions, Aaron followed one of the porters along a series of hallways and up several flights of stairs to a small room that was to be where he would live for the next year. He had expected to be lodged in some kind of rough barracks, like those described by Tarnath when he would tell stories of his days as a young soldier, but when he asked about it, the porter seemed surprised that he did not know that all the young nobles were given their own private rooms. The reasoning, although catering to their status to a
degree, was also practical. Most of the nobles attended a number of additional classes that the other
commoner students did not and they needed a place to study. He got the impression that he would be
spending a lot of time in his room and the adventuring from tavern to tavern that Tarnath had talked about might not be in his future. 
In his room, Aaron found a small bed, a smaller desk, an empty bookshelf, and a quill for writing. 
There was a small window and it offered a view that looked out over of what appeared to be a practice
yard, below. Once he had finished unpacking his belongings and organizing the room to suit his liking, it was only a short time before an older man wearing a simple uniform in the blue and green of Maramyr
entered after barely giving a knock at the door. The man introduced himself as Senior Captain Nathas and, already knowing who he was, Aaron suspected that the man did not wait to be admitted into any room at
the Academy. 
“Good day to you son,” he said. “You'll be Aaron.” 
“Yes, sir,” Aaron said and saluted him as he had seen some of the soldiers do outside. Nathas
laughed and something about him reminded Aaron a little of Tarnath. 
“Well, you’re not gonna win any awards with that salute but it’ll do for now. Remember, thumb
down.” Aaron nodded. Nathas took a good look at him. “So, you’re Tarnath’s boy huh?” 
“Well, he was my uncle, sir.” 
“No need for ‘sir’ here. There’s plenty of my students here that outrank me, anyway. Just call me
Captain, it’s easier. Tarnath was your uncle. The old buzzard never talked about having any family.” 
“A sister,” Aaron explained. “She died just after I was born so Tarnath took me in. 
“Well that explains a few things," Nathas said. “I knew there had to be some reason he left
Maramyr. Any other family? What about your father?” 
“I never knew my father,” Aaron told him. Tarnath had never told him much about his father. He
said that when he was older he could find out for himself if he wanted, but that it was not his story to tell. 
Aaron had wondered if anyone at Maramyr might know about him but considering Nathas did not even
know that Tarnath had a sister, he wondered if such a search might prove unfruitful. 
“I never thought of the old dog as doing the fatherhood thing,” he chuckled. “But Tarnath was
always one for doing his duty. Good man.” 
“He was not so much of a father as he was my uncle and Tarnath always made a point of it,” Aaron
told him. “He raised me and I’m grateful for that.” Nathas nodded. 
“Ok, let me see your sword.” Nathas said and Aaron handed it to him. “Nicely wrapped.” 
Aaron had found some dark blue leather at the Valamyr stables, one of the stable hands had told him
it was a sample from a tannery Lady Valamyr had just purchased. When he inquired about it, she had
welcomed Aaron to it and the fine leather wound tightly into a grip almost as hard as the hilt itself. The old soldier hefted the piece of steel and looked closer at the bulge on the pommel from the big ruby. He
lifted an eybrow and tapped the leather covering. “I remember when the old fool got this sword. It was a
gift from the King you know. You’ll do well to keep it wrapped. It’s a nice piece of steel and if I
remember correctly it was the cause of a great number of challenges in the old days.” 
“Challenges?” Aaron asked him. 
“Yes. The young nobles used to do it, some still do. If a man had a nicer sword than you, you could
try and win it from him in a friendly duel. You win, you can trade your sword with his. You lose, vice
versa.” 
Aaron nodded, understanding that there was a lot of things he would have to learn. 
Nathas continued. “Also, wrapping the hilt has also become something of a political statement. 
Most nobles now have their family crest on their hilt somewhere. It used to be a requirement that while at the Academy, all family emblems had to be discarded except for rings or swords, both of which could be
hidden with a bit of cloth or some other such thing. We don’t enforce that rule any more by decree of King Cerric, but the students still do to some degree. Now, when you wrap your hilt, it is like saying ‘I’m not going to pull rank. I’ll go on my own merit, thank you.’ In a way it might even be a bit more pretentious that way but it sure makes life simpler at the Academy. With a wrapped sword, you don’t discuss your
rank though. Point of honour. I’m sure you’ll figure it all out in time but it works for you. Speaking of rank, Lord Carlis explained that he wanted you enrolled in the High Academy but that you had no title. You
don’t own any land do you?” 
Aaron shrugged and shook his head. 
“It doesn’t matter.” Nathas told him. “Just keep your head down and learn. Serve the kingdom well, 
maybe you can earn a rank someday. It happens from time to time.” 
“I’m just happy to have somewhere to go,” Aaron admitted. Nathas nodded. 
“I heard from Lord Carlis that Tarnath met his end. I am sorry to hear that. I have a lot of respect for
the service your uncle gave the kingdom. He was an exemplary soldier and an inspiration to many. If
you're anything like him, all you have to do is apply yourself and work hard and you should do well here.” 
“Thank you very much, Captain. I’ll do my best and try not to make any mistakes.” Nathas laughed. 
“Well, you’ve already made one.” 
“What’s that Captain?” Aaron was confused already. The old soldier leveled Aaron’s sword at his
throat then chuckled deeply. 
“Never give away your sword, even for inspection. You should have asked for my blade when I
asked for yours. It’s another point of honour and a very strict rule here. Keeps trickery to a minimum, 
especially among those bickering young nobles, the ones who don’t hide their identities. Some of their
families have been bitter rivals for generation. Anyhow, if you’ll accompany me, I’ll give you a tour of
the Academy then we’ll get you assigned to a training division.” 
He handed Aaron back his sword and led him out of the room. 


*****
In another part of the Academy, Mage Dakar, newly appointed Royal Emissary of the Priesthood, 
which the Regent-king, Cerric had officially decreed to be the new state religion of Maramyr, led a group of his followers along the stone walkway that looked down at the Academy grounds. Today, they would
search the Great Library for unauthorized books of magic. King Cerric had given the Priesthood
permission to remove any texts on magic from the Academy and take them to Blue Island where the mages
were setting up their own school. Dakar saw the young men practising in the courtyard below, swinging
heavy steel at each other. He stopped and the group of mages halted as well. 
“Today, we seek magic, anything magical in the Great Library is ours for the taking.” He told them. 
“Use your mage sight to find what you seek. It will make your task an easy one.” Dakar lifted his arms and the practice field took on a different look. Colors shifted and the courtyard below radiated with energy. 
Auras of different colour and shape surrounded each of the students below, as they continued their
war games, unaware of the mages on the walkway above. Dakar pointed to a few of the students noting the
shimmer in their auras that told of some small innate magical ability. 
“There, you can see some who might be recruited for Blue Island. We will see some of them soon.” 
He made a note of which students showed potential. He would have to talk to one of the Academy’s
administrators and find out from which families they had come. The mages around him glowed strongly
under the spell, their own powers pulsing around them like so many coloured flames. Footsteps sounded
on the walkway. Cerric turned to see Captain Nathas and a young student walking towards them. Nathas’s
aura had always interested Dakar, not because of any traditional magic for there was none. Dakar sensed
a different power, something akin to magic, but difficult to read. The Captain had never shown any talent or power in his doings so Dakar had never pursued it. But this time, Dakar was more interested in the
student walking beside the Captain. 
Dakar found that he had to concentrate just to look at him, which was odd because this young man
had no aura to speak of. It was this absence that so surprised and intrigued the Mage Priest. He reached
out with his powers a little only to find what he could only describe as emptiness, not even the basic aura that even the average person had. He shook his head, trying to imagine how empty he himself would feel
without magic. Nathas’s salute snapped him from his musings and he acknowledged the Captain with a
nod as they passed. Chalking the young man up to being some kind of oddity that might warrant further
investigation when he had more time, Dakar gestured for the group of mages to follow him to the Great
Library. 
Captain Nathas showed Aaron around the various stone buildings. The library was very large and
Aaron saw hundreds, perhaps thousands of books lined on the many shelves. Nathas told him that many of
them came from the Crystal Palace on Blue Island, a place where sorcerers and scientists alike studied
constantly. He assured him that in his leisure time, he could read books on just about anything though a
fair number of them were histories and largely pertained to war. As they exited that building, Aaron
noticed a strange itching at the back of his neck. It grew stronger as they rounded a large tower adjacent to the library. 
He asked about the large tower and Nathas explained that it was a small school at the academy for
those ‘gifted’ students who showed some promise at spell weaving. He also told Aaron that he did not
have much use for spell casters and that any who showed real promise at magic were whisked away to the
magic school at Blue Island. 
“Give me an enemy with a sword any day,” Nathas told him. 
The Captain told him he thought the mages were a quiet and sneaky bunch. Aaron nodded. He had
never had much use for mages either and he had not liked the look of Dakar either. As he followed Nathas
away from the tower and the group of mages, the strange twinge in his head receded. He had noticed the
same kind of feeling when a band of minor spell casters had come to Ashford for the midsummer festival
a few years back. When one of them had cast a more powerful spell, Aaron remembered having been
stricken with a powerful headache for several days. He had not had good experiences when he was
around magic so he decided to steer clear of that tower. 
Outside in the yard, a hundred duels were being fought as students sparred with instructors and each
other in circles scratched out in the sand. They were constantly competing and it was according to their
levels of skill that they were assigned to each division. Nathas explained that as a trainee progressed, he was promoted to a different division. Since the normal stay at the Academy was a year, it usually took that long to rise through the ranks though most never reached the First before their year was up. Nathas led
Aaron through the yard until they had passed by most of the sparring teams. They found a stocky gruff
looking man whom Nathas introduced as Aldos. 
“Aldos, this is our newest arrival, Aaron. I want you to assess his abilities and assign him to a
division.” Aldos nodded as his superior turned to Aaron. “I’ll check up on you again at dinner. Oh, and
Aldos. Watch out, I think he’s had a few lessons from a friend of mine.” Nathas clapped Aaron on the
shoulder and turned to leave. Aaron saluted his retreating back then saluted Aldos. 
“That’s a pretty good salute there Aaron. Just use it on the Captains though.” He extended his hand
and Aaron shook it. “All right, then lets get started. I see you’ve brought a blade. It’s good and sharp I suppose?” Aaron drew his sword and replied that it was. “And I suppose you’ve used it before?” he
smirked, then winked. Aaron sighed. 
“Unfortunately, yes,” Aaron said. Aldos stopped for a moment and looked at him thoughtfully. He
looked at Aaron’s eyes and recognized the sign of a man who had seen some battle. A lad, but already a
man, Aldos decided was his impression. 
“Good, you ready?” Aldos asked, leading him toward a nearby circle. Aaron hefted his sword and
swung it a few times to get used to it. He had never used Tarnath’s sword before but he could feel the
balance in it. 
“I’m ready,” Aaron told him as they each took up positions at opposite sides of the circle. 
“Be ready to defend yourself,” Aldos called out and drew his blade. 
Warily, they circled closer to one another. Aldos shifted from foot to foot, staring intently at Aaron. 
He moved a little closer. Aaron remembered Tarnath’s first rule in training. Just stay calm and keep your eyes open. He carefully advanced a bit. They met in the centre, blades ringing tentatively with the first blow. They circled and Aldos launched a few gentle swipes at Aaron, testing his defences. They were
easily deflected and Aaron casually sidestepped out of reach again. 
Suddenly, Aldos stepped up the pace, rushing in with a flurry of blows and Aaron found himself
sliding his sword into a blur of different blocks and twists. He backed off a bit in surprise and quickly realized that he was being pushed back to the edge of the circle. Guessing that leaving the circle was a
bad thing, he countered and reversed the pattern. Aaron increased his speed and moved his blade through
the sequences Tarnath had taught him. Soon he was forcing Aldos back to the centre. The trainer’s
response was another increase in the speed of the match and soon steel was whirling through the air. 
Aaron found himself ducking, jumping, twisting and rolling to keep up with the stocky little man’s
offensive. It was different than fighting Tarnath. 
The old man was never one for wild spurts of force and he constantly changed his tactics. Aldos
seemed to be testing Aaron and he realized that of course was what this spar was all about. The older man kept bringing more complicated and tricky swordplay against Aaron. Aldos completed a set of eleven
consecutive blows, all of which Aaron managed to block, then he backed off before completing the
twelfth, which Aaron knew to be a final stroke, lethal to either combatant, connected or blocked. 
“So, you have been taught a few things. You’re pretty handy with the steel, young man,” Aldos said, pausing for a moment. 
Aaron shrugged and grinned as Aldos pressed forward again. The smaller man came in under
Aaron’s defence and swept his feet from beneath him. Aaron rolled clear and was up to block the next
swing. Aaron too could throw a bit of hand combat in if that was what Aldos wanted. He led him through
a series of movements waiting for the right swing. Finally, as it came, Aaron followed it down with his
own blade, forcing his opponent into a crouch. He skipped around the man’s left and dragged the flat of
his blade over the man’s shoulder. Aldos rose to his feet and turned to face Aaron. 
“Nice hit,” he called and pressed in for another attack. 
The sparring continued in much the same fashion getting more and more frenzied as Aldos was hit
again and again. Aaron, mindful of the fact that they both used sharp steel, was careful not to hurt the man but it became increasingly difficult to pull hits as Aldos fought harder and faster. After a while, Aldos called a stop and Aaron noticed that a small group of the other students had gathered outside their circle. 
The instructor wiped the sweat from his forehead and sheathed his blade. Aaron did the same. The older
man gave a menacing look to the young men gathered there then led Aaron off through the practise field
which was quickly growing empty. 
“Well lad,” Aldos wheezed. “I don’t know how much more training you need. I suppose you know
your way around bows, axes, staves and the like? 
“I’m better with a sword, but yes, I have trained with them,” he answered hoping not to offend the
man. 
“I’ll bet. Well, come with me. We’ll get cleaned up then it's off to supper.” 
Aldos lead Aaron over to the large building that housed the mess hall and, outside the entrance way, 
each took ladles from two big rain buckets. After dowsing their heads with water drying off with towels
that were provided, they passed through the main entrance and Aaron saw just how many students there
were at the academy. The great hall was lined with long tables around which were seated what looked to
be more than two hundred people in all. 
Aldos told Aaron that they had two hundred and forty-seven students including Aaron’s recent
addition to their numbers. Not all were learning weaponcraft and battle theory. Some were magic users
who soon would be going off to the mages' school. The rest were engineers, healers, and there were even
some apprenticing as military cooks. He led Aaron to the end of the hall where a long table stood on a
step, slightly raised. There sat a number of older men, some not so old, but all uniformed in the green and blue of Maramyr. As the two approached the table, Aaron saw Nathas who looked up from his meal to
greet them. Aldos told Aaron to wait by the end of the table. 
Aaron stood and noticed that many of the younger diners were glancing up at him as they talked
amongst themselves. He looked back to the high table and saw Aldos talking animatedly to Nathas. The
other Captains had stopped eating and were also listening intently. Nathas wiped his mouth with his
napkin and spoke at length to Aldos. When he had finished, Aldos saluted him and returned to Aaron. He
pointed at a nearby table nearest which was half-empty and where a young man with dark hair sat quietly
apart from the other students at the opposite end of the table. Aldos told Aaron he should sit there. Aaron thanked him and took a seat at the table opposite the dark-haired fellow. 
Except for a glance, the other student ignored Aaron and continued eating. The other boys at the
other end of the table busily ate their meals and glanced at Aaron while whispering amongst themselves. 
The student across from Aaron finally broke the silence and paused from eating, extending his hand. 
“Borrican,” he introduced himself. Aaron returned the greeting himself and then Borrican reached
for a large dish of stew, which he passed over to him. “Aaron? I haven’t seen you before.” Borrican had
dark brown, longish hair and seemed to be trying to grow a beard. He also spoke with a kind of accent
that Aaron thought might be Kandaran. 
“No. It’s my first day,” Aaron replied and one of the boys down the table choked for a second. 
“Hmmn, well you must have really impressed master Aldos then. Welcome to the First Division.” 
he looked down to the other end of the table where the other students sat. The other boys intoned a
‘welcome’ through mouthfuls of bread and stew. “I’m sure you will meet the other lads later.” he looked
round at them again. “They seem to be very hungry tonight.” They avoided his gaze. Aaron thanked him
and filled his own plate. He had not eaten since the night before and was famished. 
After they had eaten, Borrican showed Aaron to the common area reserved for the top three
Divisions and the Captains. A good number of students sat reading and discussing various topics. Several
Captains sat and smoked pipes or played at cards. 
“This is where most of the students spend their evenings. Many who study here do it only so they
can impress the Captains and maybe graduate early. It is rare for one to graduate before the one year but maybe you will. First Division on the first day. It’s a good start for you. Well met, Aaron.” He said as he rose and turned to leave. 
“Yes, well met, Borrican.” Aaron replied to Borrican’s retreating back. 


*****
The next morning, Aldos paired Aaron and Borrican to spar in the practice circle. 
“I want you to get Borrican to attack you,” he told Aaron. 
“Shouldn’t he do that?” Aaron asked. Aldos shook his head. 
“No. He’s highly skilled, talented even, but the lad never takes the offensive. Not sure why, but I
think maybe he hasn’t faced the right challenge.” 
“And you think he might attack me?” 
“We teach skills here at the Academy, we don’t teach talent and I think you and Borrican have a
measure of both,” Aldos commented. “That lad can certainly defend himself, but I want you to get him to
take the offensive. That is your task.” 
Aaron nodded, curious about the sword-master’s instructions. He wondered more when many of the
other students and instructors began to gather around to watch. Aaron nodded at Borrican, who gave him a
bored half-smile. 
“Good morning,” Aaron said, greeting his new friend from the night before. 
“What’s good about it?” Borrican asked tiredly. 
“What isn’t?” Aaron countered. 
“We’re here, aren’t we?” 
“I can think of worse places to be, can’t you?” Aaron said and Borrican half-smiled and nodded. 
“True.” He shrugged. “I suppose we had better put on a show for the Captains.” 
Aldos gave the order to begin. 
Aaron was ready, his blade poised for an attack but it did not come. Casually, Borrican raised his
own blade and moved slowly toward Aaron, stopping at the circle’s center. Everything about the
Kandaran’s movement was casual, except that Aaron noticed a depth in his eyes, watchful underneath the
mask of indifference. They paced around the circle, neither attacking. Aaron could see Aldos watching
closely from outside the circle and Nathas had joined him. Aaron stepped another half-circle and then
decided that he had waited long enough. He took a step forward, carefully watching Borrican for any sign. 
Nothing. 
Aaron raised his sword and moved in quickly with a fast attack. As if magically, Borrican’s blade
gracefully matched his own, steel for steel. Aaron could see from Borrican’s expression that the dark-
haired Kandaran was not concerned. He side-stepped and moved to break away, but Aaron moved with
him. He decided to try a few things he knew and began to alternate the speed of his attacks, a trick Tarnath had taught him. It was one of the most aggravating things when Tarnath would do it. Borrican seemed to
wake up as Aaron began to press him, but he continued to only defend. Aaron found himself becoming
frustrating. 
Borrican would only engage in defensive maneuvers and, when the opportunity arose for a
response, he simply moved away. Aaron thought it might be a trick, to lure him into overconfidence, into
exposing himself unnecessarily. He was not willing to take the bait. He decided to try something else. He swung widely with one hand and Borrican’s sword reached out to meet Aaron’s before he realized his
mistake. The block had left Borrican open, not for a blade, but for Aaron’s fist which landed a hard blow on Borrican’s left eye. Borrican stumbled back, blinking as his vision blurred. Aaron smiled and shrugged as he saw something glimmer in his opponent’s eyes. 
“That was dirty,” Borrican said. Aaron smiled. 
“If you’re not going to fight, then why should I fight fair?” Aaron asked him. “Besides, I have a
feeling that we could dance around this circle all day without either of us getting anywhere near the other. 
I bet you couldn’t hit me if your life depended on it.” 
“You seem pretty confident,” Borrican threw back, darkly. Aaron smiled. 
“Maybe. Why don’t you find out?” he goaded, enjoying the friendly but competitive repartee. A few
light strokes passed between them as Borrican sized up the Academy’s newest arrival. 
“Why not?” Borrican nodded and then stepped back. “You ready?” he asked. 
“Come on.” Aaron nodded, ready. Borrican stepped forward and launched into a series of lightning
quick jabs and quick swings. Patterns intended to confuse, to throw an opponent off balance whirred in
the morning sun as Borrican moved in. Aaron quickly defended. He was amazed at the other boy’s skill
and finesse. Borrican made it all seem effortless as he stepped up the speed of his attacks. Aaron was
glad now of the long years of training he had endured since he was a boy. Borrican was clearly more than
just talented with a blade, he was adept. Still, he kept leaving himself open and Aaron could not resist. As they passed each other, Aaron elbowed Borrican hard in the ribs. 
“You’re not fighting fair,” Borrican growled through gritted teeth as Aaron pressed in on him again, 
driving him back toward the circle’s edge. 
“There’s no such thing as a fair fight,” Aaron told him, Tarnath’s words echoing through his own. 
“If things were fair, you wouldn’t be fighting.” Aaron shoved him hard and Borrican stumbled back. 
Aaron thought he saw a flash of fire glint in his eyes. Whatever it was, there was a distinctive shift
in Borrican and he came back swinging, finally on the attack. Aaron blocked and ducked as the
Kandaran’s steel whipped toward him at an alarming rate. Borrican was no longer cool and relaxed, but
his movements retained their deft artistry as his attacks became faster and harder. Aaron’s own skill was being tested now as he spun and dodged, blocked and responded with attacks of his own. Whatever had
been the source of Borrican’s previous apathy, it was gone, replaced by an intensity Aaron had not seen
before. 
Outside the circle, Aldos and Nathas stood, arms folded, watching the exchange. 
“The new kid is good with a sword,” Aldos said. Nathas smiled. 
“I heard he gave you quite the workout yesterday,” Nathas commented. 
“He knows a lot of things that we don’t normally teach. And styles from every region. Where does
he come from?” Aldos asked. 
“Nowhere, really. But he was trained by an old friend of ours.” Aldos gave him a questioning
glance and Nathas explained. “Tarnath Coromay was his uncle. You might remember him.” 
“Tarnath?” Aldos certainly remembered the old armsmaster. He had never met anyone so gruff and
unassuming in person who, once a weapon was in his hand, became almost supernatural. “Well, if the
kid’s even half the warrior as old Tarnath, then even I would rather not face him in a real battle. He's got talent, that' much is certain.” 
Many years ago, when Nathas was a young officer in the Maramyrian army, he had been on a
campaign with Tarnath and had seen him move through a field of enemies, dispatching foes with a
masterful efficiency that he had never seen since. It was that simple, direct and unassuming style that he now saw in Aaron. Tarnath’s reputation as a soldier and weaponmaster had only been matched by his
own honorable intelligence and his personal honesty. The old armsmaster had been one of King Gregor’s
most trusted advisors and a personal guard to the royal family before the fire in the palace that had
tragically taken their lives. Nathas remembered that Tarnath had left Maramyr shortly after Cerric had
taken power, out of favor with the new Regent who, claiming that the fire that killed his brother, the king, had been supernatural, preferred the company of the mage-priests. 
Nathas watched as Aaron traded attacks with Borrican and he could see Tarnath’s training in him, 
but he saw something else in the lad’s movements that he could not put a finger on. Whatever it was, he
decided he would keep an eye on Aaron. Lord Carlis had been right to bring him to that Academy. Clearly
Aaron was skilled. And he was honorable like his old uncle had been, he would make a very fine captain. 
Aaron and Borrican were both breathing heavily, sweating in the dusty practice yard. Aaron was
amazed at how Borrican would seemingly leave himself open to attacks yet somehow his blade was
always there to defend. It was almost as if the sword weighed nothing to the Kandaran, the speed with
which he moved it to block or strike. Still, they were both beginning to tire and he wondered how they
would end the bout. 
Borrican watched Aaron closely, his own eye still stinging from the fist that had connected. The
shock of it had long since dissipated and so had the momentary anger, which he was glad about. The
Kandaran was curious about this new arrival, who, in one way, fought in perfect textbook style, the way
the instructors at the Academy did, but also seemed to move faster to match anything Borrican threw at
him. No one he had ever met had been able to keep up to him. He saw Aaron’s attention shift away from
the fight and smiled inwardly, this was his chance. He moved in close with a series of attacks he knew
would lock their blades together. Borrican watched as Aaron’s other thoughts disappeared and his focus
returned to the fight. Too late. Borrican had him and he made his move. 
Aaron knew he had made a mistake, but he almost laughed when he saw, for a split second, a row
of knuckles speeding towards him. He threw himself back, away from the Kandaran, but not after a solid
fist had connected with his face. The two of them stepped away, catching their breath and Aaron guarding
carefully as the sight in his eye went blurry. With his other eye, he saw Borrican smile, his own eye
already rimmed with a purple bruise. Aaron lowered his sword and bowed, a desert custom he had read
about. Borrican did the same. 
“Now, that’s fair,” Borrican told him. “There’s no point in only one of us walking around with a
black eye.” 
“An eye for an eye?” Aaron asked him. 
“Exactly.” Borrican rested his sword on his arm. Aaron smiled back at him. 
“Let’s hope we never have to go tooth for a tooth,” He joked. Aaron wondered at the dark look
crossed Borrican’s face for a moment before he shook it off and sheathed his sword. Aaron did the same
and they approached each other and shook hands. The students and instructors, all clustered around the
circle, applauded. Aldos and Nathas approached. 
“Well my boys, it looks as though the two of you will be sparring partners,” Aldos informed them. 
“Those were some fine skills you showed out there, but Captain Nathas and I both have a few things left
to teach you.” 
“Nicely done, Borrican, Aaron.” Nathas looked at both of them. “I noticed that both of you
employed several styles from the desert people. Obviously, you have had well-rounded teachers in the
past. What we at the Academy call the sparring circle originated in the desert. The Ansari call it the circle of death and they have been fighting this way for many generations. You will find books on the Ansari
fighting style in the Academy Library. Study them, for the subject will be your next test.” 
“Books?” Borrican groaned. “You want us to read more books?” Nathas gave him a sharp look. 
“Is that a problem Borrican?” he asked. Borrican shook his head despondently. 
“No.” Nathas looked to Aaron. 
“No, sir,” Aaron said quickly. Nathas looked back at Borrican for a moment then turned on his heel, 
leaving Aldos with the two of them. 
“You heard what the Captain said. Off to the library with you!” 


*****
Aaron’s training progressed and when he was not sparring with Borrican, he trained with the
instructors and Captains. Though Tarnath’s training had given him the edge of skill at first, he discovered that he was no match for their seasoned arms and they were able to wear him down. ‘Man strength’ Aldos
called it and told Aaron that it took years of training to have the weight and endurance of a full-fledged soldier. 
Aaron trained harder every day and quickly felt the muscles in his arms and shoulders tone into
solid rock. Within a few months of heavy training, Aaron was able to match every Captain except for
Nathas who seemed to be able to swing a sword all day long without getting winded. Aaron applied
himself as much as possible to his books and continued to learn a few of the languages of the surrounding kingdoms. 
While some of the other students in his division resented Aaron’s accelerated progress in the
practice field, most became used to him and occasionally joked around with him all the while maintaining
a kind of distance. Borrican was his only real friend. Occasionally, Lord Carlis would visit him and bring him news from Ehlena and Lady Valamyr He also told Aaron of the gains on the money Aaron had given
him to handle. It seemed that the fall harvest would be one of the best in years and since he had put the money in for farming loans, Aaron could expect to see a good profit on his money by autumn. 
Aaron inquired about Ashford and the fate of Lord Kaleb. Carlis told him that Kaleb had briefly
been captured by Baron Manfred but some of his men had effected a daring rescue and Kaleb had escaped
with them to the northern forests. Beyond that, Carlis could find out very little about the tiny community called Ashford. Aaron hoped his friend Brian and his family were all right. 
Even though sometimes, on a sleepless night, he would wonder about the events that had led him to
Maramyr, his days kept him so busy that he soon grew used to his new life. He especially enjoyed reading
the old volumes of history. He had become known to the librarians at the Academy library and, after a
while, they let him wander the mazes of shelves on his own. 
One particular night, late in the library, he caught a glimpse of a cowled figure in a black robe
hunched over a candle at a small desk at the end of one of the corridors. He felt a strange tingling at the back of his neck and caught a whiff of a strange incense. He idly flipped open a book he had just taken
from a shelf and pretended to read it as he wandered in the direction of the figure. The man was scrawling with an old quill in a book and had stacks of books piled around him. He seemed to be writing with an
almost angry intensity. Aaron stopped as the scratching of the quill abruptly stopped. Without looking up, the hooded figure flipped the quill over in its hand and a dry voice whispered among the book-laden
stacks. 
“It’s a late evening is it not, young man?” Aaron felt a quiver behind his ear. The mysterious figure
spoke again and Aaron noticed that his lips did not move. “Forgive me but I must write while the mood
has me in its grip. We will speak again.” Aaron had not said a word but felt a powerful urge to leave the strange man to his work. He shook his head and the tingling fell away and he retreated back through the
rows of shelves to where he had originally been looking. The figure at the desk scrawled with his quill. 
Aaron waited in the shadows while the mysterious figure wrote in the large volume. When the
scratching of the quill stopped, Aaron carefully peeked out from behind the rows of books. The table
where the man had sat was now empty, his candle and the many volumes gone, except for one. Aaron
looked around and could see no sign of anyone. He walked over to the table and opened the book. He felt
a strange twinge in his head but it was not painful like it usually was. He opened the first few pages and Aaron was surprised to find them blank. He flipped through it to the end and found only a few sentences
on the final page. He saw that mysteriously the letters were fading quickly. Quickly, he read what
remained on the final page as the black letters faded into blank parchment. 

…while petty battles distract the Northern Range and the Land of the Lake, an Easterly wind

brings disorder and death. The age of chaos is upon us and while this by its nature brings opportunity,
those that are good may be matched by much trouble. A King will rise, a King will fall, and a false

King will raise a new banner of death. The death of the father, the life of the son, the pain of the

mother, the vein of the brother, the blood of the stars, and the daughter of the moon bring the

Beginning and the End together as One. 

These are the histories of our time. ~ Anonymous. 
By the time he had finished reading, that page too had gone completely blank as if it had always
been empty. Quickly, Aaron pulled out his own pen and a sheaf of parchment and scrawled the passage
from memory. He closed the book and puzzled what had been written. Who was this Anonymous character
and why was he so named? Aaron wondered about the war from the East. There had been nothing but
peace in the Kingdom since the Great War. He wondered if the mysterious figure had been writing about
Maramyr at all. Perhaps he meant the neighboring Empire of Xalla. They were at war with everyone, it
seemed. Aaron stuck the parchment in with his other notes and replaced the wordless book on the table. 
He decided that he had seen enough mystery for the night and that he had better study the battle of Minavia for the strategy exam in the morning. 
As he left, the cowled figure emerged from behind the shelves of books. He had watched the young
man for some time now. This one was interesting, Aaron was his name. The man in the shadows found
him interesting for two reasons. He could not see into the boy like he could peer into other souls and
somehow the boy had also been able to see him, which should have been impossible. No one could see
him, or know him. That was precisely his curse, the law under which he had been permitted to live, to
observe, to learn. No one would see him and no one would hear him, even though he had much to say. All
of his vast knowledge was trapped within him, within his curse, for precisely that reason. There had been a time when he had shared too many secrets. 
Ages ago, the cloaked figure remembered, he had been a young man, proud and strong. Wise before
his years, people had said. He had a name then but they had taken that too. Now he lived as he penned his name, the name that had been forced upon him, Anonymous, and even that name was unreadable to all but
this one young man. 
All he had wanted was to learn, to learn everything that could be learned. That was what he wanted
and that was what he had set out to do, except he had learned things that perhaps he should not have. 
Anonymous silently mused over his past. He had indeed learned too much and that knowledge had made
him powerful, but not powerful enough. His power had drawn their attention and, upon discovering how
expansive was his knowledge, they had taken nearly everything from him, cursed him as much as he
cursed them to this day. Yes, they had taken his identity from him but they had left him with the torture of his knowledge, free to roam, free to learn, to discover, but never to speak or be seen by anyone, to share that knowledge, to use it, until now. 
He looked at the table where Aaron had placed his parchment and the faint outlines of his quill
were evident on the wood. Anonymous gestured and the outlines darkened to show the passage Aaron had
copied from the fading text. Good, Anonymous thought and hoped they would overlook what Aaron had
learned. If he could teach him a few things without attracting their attention, perhaps this boy would be his salvation. 
“You’ve got to be quick,” Fergus told Brian who, frustrated, pushed himself up from the ground. 
“I don’t get it,” Brian said. “How can you move so fast when you’re so…” 
“Fat?” Fergus offered. Worried that he might have insulted the big man, but angry because of the
seeming impossibility of how fast he could move, Brian gave up and agreed. 
“Yes!” he exclaimed. The men gathered round to watch the demonstration laughed. Fergus smiled at
the young man as he offered him back his sword. Brian’s younger brother Diller watched from nearby
where he cheerily crunched on an apple, still not speaking, but getting along with Kaleb’s men
nonetheless. 
“I am fat. That is true,” Fergus said, smiling. “But I’m knowing how to move when I need to.” He
considered for a second. “Think of yourself as water. It flows smooth, yes? It has no arms, yes?” Brian
nodded, imagining water pouring from a trough or running down a stream. “It flows,” Fergus said. “Be
like water.” 
Brian took a deep breath. This would be a long afternoon but he was determined to learn from the
fat man. He thought about what Fergus had said, that water did not have any arms. What did that mean? He
thought about his own arms and how they were connected to his shoulders and that his shoulders were
connected to his body and then wondered whether he should try again. He shifted his feet and raised his
sword to Fergus again. 
Fergus watched as Brian changed his balance and settled into a much better stance. He smiled and
swung his own blade at the lad. Brian was very good and he was learning quickly the art of balance that
had been in Fergus’ family for generations, an art that was nearly lost to the world. Some of the best
fighters had once come from this part of the world but most of them had gone off to seek fame and fortune and had taken the art with them. Fergus and his ancestors had stayed and he was glad to be able to teach
what he knew to the men he was with. Brian showed the most promise so far. Perhaps he too would
become a Vashain warrior. Perhaps, Fergus thought, as he again stole Brian’s sword and sent him
crashing to the ground. Perhaps, but it would take some work. 
Fergus was pleased. It had taken nearly twice as long to take Brian’s sword and he told him as
much. Brian, however, was still less than pleased since it had still only been a matter of seconds before he was disarmed. This time, Fat Fergus, as he was affectionately called by the men who hid in the forest
with their lord Kaleb, reached his meaty paw down and helped Brian back to his feet. 
“You get better each time boy,” Fergus told him. 
“Thanks,” he replied. 
“Someone has taught you some things, yes?” he asked. Brian shrugged. 
“My friend’s uncle was a soldier. I learned from him for a while.” 
Brian frowned as he thought of his friend Aaron. He had learned from the men that everyone had
believed that Brian had killed the soldiers Manfred had sent in pursuit of him and his friends when they
escaped from Ashford. For some reason, no one mentioned Tarnath or Aaron though some of them had
heard of a big Aghlar man and his daughter having been involved. Brian hoped Aaron had been the one
who had really killed the soldiers and confided to Kaleb that he thought as much. 
Kaleb, a sensible man, had suspected that though Brian’s name was repeated as the outlaw
responsible, there was more to the story. Brian was good with a sword, but he was just starting to grow
into a man and likely did not have the endurance to have fought so many and won. Kaleb had agreed that it was strange that no one talked of Brian’s friends, the mysterious old man and his nephew who had lived
in the woods near Brian’s home. He had even asked a few of the people who bucked Manfred’s rule and
secretly supported Kaleb at Ashford. They vaguely remembered something about an old man and his
nephew but could neither name nor describe either of them. With weightier issues to contend with, Kaleb
let the matter drop and welcomed Brian and his brother among his men. Word had arrived that day that
Manfred was planning a raid into the forest to try to root out Kaleb and his men. They would need every
hand they could get. 


*****
It was several days before Aaron had a chance to venture back into the Academy Library. Orders
had come down from the Palace that the Regent-King himself would conduct an inspection of the
Academy’s ranks. The entire Academy flew into action readying the grounds for the Royal procession that
would accompany the visit by Cerric and his entourage. 
Aaron had been disappointed. The procession and accompanying ceremony been short and
circumspect. With little comment from the Regent, the procession had retreated to the palace leaving the
Academy dressed in all its splendour to retire. The Captains had hoped Cerric would take a proper tour
and they had all looked forward to being properly introduced to the Regent’s neice, the Princess Ariana, 
who would someday become their Queen. 
Aaron had managed to get a good look at the Princess because the First Division had been arranged
at the front of the formation. Dressed in a fine robe of wine-colored satin and white lace the young
Royal’s beauty had entirely captivated Aaron. She looked to be near Aaron’s age and though his eyes
were locked forward as he stood at attention, he thought he saw her smile at him when she passed. Aaron
thought to himself that he was lucky for a boy from the country to have actually been smiled at by the
future Queen of Maramyr. 
From the corner of his eye Aaron had noticed that she had said something to one of the others in his
formation. He was right when he guessed it had been Borrican. Over that night’s dinner, Aaron had asked
him what she had said but Borrican merely smiled mischievously and refused to tell although he did admit
to having met the princess before. 
Now that things had returned to normal, Aaron decided to spend some time in the Library and see if
he might again find the mysterious cloaked figure, who signed the name Anonymous to the things he wrote. 
He nodded a silent greeting as he passed the librarians who sorted the many books at the great tables near the entrance. He noticed that several of the dark-cloaked Mage Priests were still overseeing the
librarians’ work and wondered what secrets the books on the table might contain. The Priesthood had
been scouring the library for months, looking for books of magic and prophecy that they would take to
Blue Island, where they were creating their own school. Since even being near magic of any kind
threatened to give him a headache, Aaron was glad they were taking the books with them. 
Continuing past, Aaron found himself deep among the long corridors of shelves. He passed several
more Mage Priests who walked along focused on the many volumes on the shelves. He felt at twinge at
the back of his head when he neared them but they barely noticed him at all. Aaron soon found the place
where he had encountered Anonymous and found the spot empty. He waited for a short while and peered
along the many shelves surrounding him. He was about to head back to where his study desk was with his
books when from the corner of his eye, he saw something moving down one of the aisles. He turned and
saw the same figure from several nights before. It was Anonymous and he was moving quickly. For a
moment, Aaron feared that the mysterious character might have some sort of ill intention but Anonymous
stopped just short of him and uttered one word. 
“Follow,” he said. 
Anonymous immediately turned back the way he had come. He had a tall stack of books balanced in
his hand. Aaron stood anchored to the floor for a moment and wondered whether he should follow but as
Anonymous quickly faded further among the stacks Aaron’s curiousity won out and he quickly pursued
him deep into the library. 
Anonymous led him deeper into the vast building where many books lay shrouded in a thin layer of
dust. The great lights that flooded from the lamps on the ceiling faded behind them as they pushed further back into the less-travelled parts of the great hall. Eventually, they encountered a heavy stone wall at the far end and the cloaked figure turned to the left and swiftly made his way along the wall. Aaron watched
as Anonymous neared what he figured to be the northeast corner of the building. His gait did not slow as
he neared the corner and before Aaron’s eyes, the cloaked figure disappeared, right thorough the
seemingly solid stone wall. Confused, Aaron stopped. After a few moments, Anonymous reappeared
through the stone and approached him. 
“Do as I do. Walk quickly and deliberately and you will pass through. Walk slowly, with hesitation, 
and you will feel the stone.” He told him and turned. He quickly passed again through the wall as
effortlessly as he had the first time. Aaron wondered for a moment if perhaps he was not following some
kind of ghost who could walk through things that the living could not. Aaron thought it over and decided
that the only risk was a bruised nose if Anonymous was wrong. He started forward and made sure to walk
quickly. As he neared the wall, Aaron squinted his eyes shut, waiting for the impact but he did not slow
down. He knew where the wall should be and felt nothing as he passed that point. He realized he was
walking with his eyes closed and quickly opened them. He stopped short, his nose nearly buried in a shelf lined with books. 
Aaron turned and saw that he was in another room, not nearly as large as the great hall of the
Library but sizeable nonetheless. He saw the cloaked figure sitting at the head of a large table. 
Anonymous gestured to a nearby chair. Aaron took a seat. 
“Like the wall, many thing are not as they appear.” Anonymous chuckled. “If you can get your mind
around that concept, you will understand more about existence than most.” He told Aaron. Aaron nodded, 
wondering why he had brought him here. Anonymous guessed at Aaron’s question. “It was not appropriate
to talk with those Mages about. They would likely wonder what you could be doing in the library talking
to yourself.” Aaron raised an eyebrow. “They cannot see me.” Anonymous told him. “But for some
reason, you can.” 
“Who are you?” Aaron asked him. It was the first of many questions that flooded into his mind. 
Anonymous laughed. 
“Who am I? Now that could likely be one of the great mysteries if anyone even knew to ask the
question. You copied my words from the page. What name did I write?” he asked. 
“Anonymous,” Aaron answered. Aaron caught the glint of white teeth from the shadows of the
man’s hood as he smiled in the dim light. 
“Anonymous.” said the man, tasting the word. “I have known this and my hand has written this, 
though my mind has instructed it to write another name, one I do not even know. Anonymous. I suppose
that is as good a name as any. And you are Aaron, a student here at this place.” Aaron nodded. 
“The Academy. I’m training here. I’m hoping to get a commission in the Royal Army.” Aaron told
him. 
“And that is why you spend so much time studying?” Anonymous asked. 
“Yes. There are rumors that Maramyr is preparing for war. The Xallan Empire looks like it is
preparing a push at our borders. I am trying to learn all I can about them before they get here. It might help to know more about them if we’re going to beat them back.” Aaron told him earnestly. Anonymous
chucked again, a sound Aaron was beginning to find chilling. 
“And you hope this knowledge might advance you in the ranks of the Royal Maramyrian Army?” 
“I suppose so. I've been told if I work hard, I might even make Captain some day.” 
Since starting at the Academy, Aaron had resolved to make the best of his new life. His reputation
as a swordfighter had grown since his first match with Aldos and his hard study and diligence in both the practice field and the library had made him a favourite with all the Captains. Anonymous took a deep
breath and sighed. 
“Yes. I am sure you may, at that,” he said. Aaron decided that he wanted to know more about the
cloaked figure that sat before him. 
“And what about you? What are you doing here? Do you work here, in the library? And why does
everything you write disappear?” Aaron asked him. Anonymous held up a hand. 
“One question at a time, young Aaron. First, I suppose I do work here, in the library, in fact I pretty
much live here. It is where I spend most of my time. And the whole disappearing thing, well, that is just a simple extension of my own predicament. You see, I am invisible. The real question is why you can see
me.” Anonymous reached up and drew the large hood from his face. Aaron was surprised to see how
normal Anonymous looked. He had dark hair and a face that seemed of a similar age to Lord Carlis, well-
travelled but not yet old. Anonymous continued. “I am cursed to be what I am, which is most accurately
denoted by the name Anonymous. Many many years ago, I was cursed never to be seen or heard by any
mortal who walked the earth. I was cursed by those powerful enough to make such a curse. You, my young
friend, are the first person I have spoken with in nearly a thousand years.” 
Aaron was astonished and he hardly believed it. 
“A thousand years? How is it that you are still alive? Who cursed you?” Aaron asked the first few
of a thousand questions that flooded into his mind. Anonymous chuckled. 
“First, as for my longevity, my magic sustains me. I am a spiritual being, a user of magic of sorts, 
you see, or at least I think I was, there is much knowledge from my former life that has been taken from
me. And as for who cursed me, that question is too dangerous to answer for that knowledge was part of
the reason I suffer this way. I would not want to subject you to a similar fate.” 
Aaron was fascinated by what the mysterious character had told him. It was not every day that a
person got to meet a thousand year old mage. He was also surprised that he did not feel one of his
headaches coming on as would normally happen if he was anywhere near a magic user. Perhaps it had
something to do with the curse Anonymous lived under. 
“Why can’t you just magic yourself out of this curse?” Aaron asked. 
“If only it were that easy.” Anonymous shrugged. “My magic has no effect on anything in this world. 
I was powerful before the curse. I could conjure a lightning storm for you here in this room and though I can feel the charge of power and the wind issuing from my fingertips, I would be lucky if you felt even a gentle draft. That is the nature of my curse. I live as a shadow.” Aaron understood. 
“Like the writing in the book. It disappears almost as quickly as you write it. I watched it happen to
the final page when I was copying it down,” Aaron told him. Anonymous nodded. 
“But now we are talking. I wonder, will you remember the things I tell you?” he mused. Aaron
shrugged in response. Anonymous smiled at that. “It matters not. At least you can see me and hear me
now. There is much I might teach you if you have a mind to learn, young Aaron.” Anonymous tapped his
head. “I have a good many things to tell the right person.” 
“How do you know I am the right person?” Aaron asked, suddenly aware of the fact that not only
was he sitting in a secret room but he was talking to a thousand year old mage who just happened to be
invisible. He wondered that he was not scared out of his wits. Anonymous calmly rose from his seat and
walked toward the nearest shelf. He lifted a book from it and carried it back to the table. He handed it to Aaron and resumed his seat. 
“Open it,” he said. Aaron opened the small volume and flipped through its many pages. He closed it
and slid it across the table to Anonymous. 
“It is blank,” he told him. Anonymous reached out and picked up the book. 
“Is it?” he asked, opening it to the first page. He began to read. “At its beginning, the House of
Kandara was comprised of three distinct families allied as a House yet in constant struggle for the throne. 
These families are as follows. Akandar, Akari and Karena…” Anonymous paused. He closed the book
and slid it back across the table to Aaron. He picked it up and opened it to the beginning. There, before him on the page were the words Anonymous had spoken. Aaron watched as the words began to fade
before his eyes. Anonymous spoke again and more words began to appear on the page. “Errican of the
Akari became the first King of Kandara when, with the help of the three families he expelled the Warlord
Gisha from the Mountain Land which became known as Kandara.” Anonymous stopped again. “Look at
the page, Aaron. See the words. They are there. If you look carefully, you can see them.” 
Aaron squinted at the page and blinked as he suddenly saw the faint outlines of the rest of the text
begin to appear. He concentrated harder and felt his head begin to throb as he stared at the cream
coloured bound parchment. He felt the scratches of the quill appear under his thumb which held open the
next page. The faint marks on the page began to darken and within moments, the entire text was visible. 
Aaron took a deep breath as he read more of the page. It told of the formation of the Royal Court of
Kandara and what Lords and Ladies were present at Errican’s inaguration. After what seemed like a few
moments, Aaron closed the book and rubbed the back of his neck. 
“How is this possible?” Aaron asked the mysterious man. Anonymous smiled. 
“That is a question you seem better equipped to answer than I. I am merely grateful that my writings
have not been in vain. Knowledge is all that remains to me my young friend and it can be a powerful
thing.” Anonymous reached out and Aaron handed him the book. “You may return here if you like, and
read what you wish. If I can answer any questions for you, I will do so,” Anonymous told him as he
placed the book on the table in front of himself and opened it to a random page in the middle. “For now, 
you must return. The Library will be shut soon and it would not do for you to miss your morning roll call.” 
Aaron knew he had arrived late to the Library but was unsure how much time had passed. He
blinked looked at the book in front of him and realized that he now knew every word that was written on
every page. It was the entire history of the Akari rule of Kandara. 
“I read the entire book,” Aaron stammered. He had not remembered turning the pages but somehow
he knew every one of them. “How long have we been here?” Anonymous smiled. 
“You will find my books read more quickly than those written by others, but they do take some time. 
By another hand, that history would take most people a day or more to read. You have been here a little
more than an hour. Not long, to my mind.” Aaron felt more than a little uncomfortable. He still knew
almost nothing of this strange mage. 
“I should go,” Aaron agreed. Anonymous nodded and gestured at the nearby wall. 
“That is the way you came. I hope to see you again, whenever you wish to visit.” He pulled his
cowl from his shoulders and draped it again over his head. Aaron stood and smiled awkwardly at the
man. 
“Thank you,” Aaron said, unable to find any other words for the moment. He turned and, bracing
himself, walked through the wall, disappearing into the heavy stone. 
Still seated, Anonymous watched him go and from beneath the cowl a tear landed on the page of the
open book, blurring one of the carefully written words. Anonymous gritted his teeth at the contradiction of the fear and joy that rose in his chest. It had been too long since he had spoken, with anyone. 
CHAPTER NINE
The intensive training schedule demanded by the Academy coupled with his almost nightly visits
with Anonymous kept Aaron busy for the rest of the summer. Though he remained apprehensive at first, 
Aaron eventually warmed up to the mysterious mage that haunted the Library. Anonymous, in turn, began
to show some human warmth that his thousand year enforced silence had not managed to entirely steal
from his personality. Aaron marvelled at the knowledge his cloaked friend had stored away in his mind
and was gratified that he was able to give Anonymous the chance to tell him some of it. Anonymous had a
passion for knowledge and Aaron tried to imagine how awful it must have been for him to be unable to
communicate the things he knew. 
After a while, Aaron discovered that the mage also possessed an uncanny ability to point out the
many ironies in the history of the world and often presented them as if existence itself more often than not was pretty much some kind of convoluted joke. On that particular perspective Aaron did not necessarily
agree with the ancient mage and decided that he was probably more than a little bitter about having lived under the curse of silence for so long. How he came to be cursed was on of the few stories Anonymous
would not tell Aaron. Aaron respected the mage and contented himself with the fact that he had perhaps

the best tutor of any of the students at the Academy. 
Aaron had only managed to leave the Academy for one evening with some of the other trainees who
had convinced him to go out to a nearby tavern with them. He had been surprised at the bustle of
Maramyr. He had forgotten the brief glimpse he had barely had a chance to enjoy upon his arrival with
Ehlena several months ago. He realized how sequestered they at the Academy were from the rest of the
populace and resolved to learn more about the capital city of the Kingdom. 
It was not until Autumnfest that Aaron was again given leave to spend some time outside the
Academy. The Captains felt it was wise since a lot of the noble families would traditionally visit
Maramyr for the festival and none of them wanted to tell a noble mother that she was not permitted to see her darling child after such an extended absence. 
Aaron and Borrican set out early on their first day in search of curiosities. They wandered around
the city as the sun came up and shopkeepers shook their carpets out of their doors, opening for business. 
After walking around for a short while Borrican decided that his clothes were a little garish and he talked Aaron into helping him pick out some new clothes. 
“How would you like to visit the palace?” Borrican asked him. 
“The palace?” Aaron had never even considered the idea. “How?” 
“How?” Borrican laughed. “We go to the gate and they let us in. My uncle is a guest there,” he
explained. 
“Why not?” Aaron agreed. “I haven’t yet been to the palace of Maramyr.” He made light of it, 
remembering that as far as Borrican or any other student at the High Academy was concerned, he was
supposed to be just another highborne. 
“Then we shall both need new clothes. In the latest Maramyrian fashion, of course,” Borrican
announced with a grin. 
Once they had made their way into the city proper, Aaron noticed a tailor’s sign that had the
Valamyr coat of arms on it and led his friend into the small shop. He told Borrican that the Valamyr
family were known for their elegance and that they should be served well by one of their shops. Aaron
was pleased he could demonstrate that he had at least some knowledge of the city, although that was about all he knew. They spent some time picking out some improvements to Borrican’s wardrobe and Aaron
tried out a few things for himself. Once done, Aaron looked at himself in a large mirror. His face was still clean-shaven from the morning and his blonde hair was tied back with a leather cord. His eyes seemed to
take on the colour of both the blue material and grey fur fringe of the coat the tailor had suggested for him. 
Both he and Borrican decided that they looked presentable enough to walk about the city and to visit the
palace. 
They ate at a tavern across the road while their clothes were tailored and laughed at a minstrel who
sang a raunchy song about a queen and her jester. Borrican commented that it was a good thing Maramyr
was without a queen at present or the minstrel might have found himself in some trouble. They finished
their ale and found the tailor had quickly and expertly finished the work. Newly garbed, Aaron felt
especially good now that he did not look as though he was Borrican’s servant. Borrican was also pleased
with the deep green hunting clothes he had chosen. He no longer felt he stood out as much as he had before in his Kandaran clothing. 
The older boy’s beard had grown in a little thicker and though his face was still youngish, it made
him look somewhat older. In the hunting greens, he looked very much like a rogue, albeit a wealthy one. 
Borrican folded his outfit of deep purple and a light golden yellow then packed it in a bag the tailor
would send back to the Academy. Aaron remembered from his readings that those were the colors of
Kandara. He knew that Borrican was some kind of noble from there, and had quietly wondered what kind
of noble he was but had always refrained from asking. Aaron had learned by watching, that the other
trainees held a certain respect for Borrican that went beyond his own successes on the practice field. 
Aaron had never really been exposed to nobles the way he was in Maramyr, so he decided to keep
quiet about his own less illustrious background. At the Academy, they mostly treated him as equals so
Aaron did the same. He was thankful for the rules against rank within the Academy, however it came as
no great surprise when Borrican led Aaron right up to the front gate of the royal palace and was admitted immediately. The guard at the gate snapped to attention as they approached. 
“Prince Borrican Akandra, here to see my uncle.” 
“Right away sir.” the guard snapped and opened the gate. “You are expected.” As they passed into
the courtyard, Borrican turned and whispered to Aaron. 
“I trust you with my family and rank. It is not for the others at the Academy. You do not need to tell
me yours. I have to see my uncle. There is some trouble at home.” 
Aaron nodded quietly. He had expected Borrican to be some sort of upper noble in Kandara, but
was surprised to discover that he was a prince. Akandra was the name of the ruling family and Aaron
knew that there were only two Kandran princes. He knew from his studies that Borrican was the younger, 
second in line for the throne and destined to be a powerful duke or general. Aaron found a new respect for his friend. Not because he knew he was a noble but because Borrican had never acted like one, at least
not the way some of the other boys sometimes did when displeased with a Captain. They passed another
set of guards and it was then that it finally sunk in for Aaron that he was actually in the palace, walking around as though it was nothing. 
They walked up a wide stone staircase from what seemed to be a main receiving area. Rich looking
tapestries hung from the walls giving a bit of warmth to what seemed to be grey stone with stone upon
more stone. They advanced down a long corridor with heavy oak doors offset from each other all the way
down. Aaron had thought Ehlena’s aunt’s house had been lavish but the majesty of these chambers was on
a whole different scale altogether. The style was different as well. Everything was understated and had
less colour to it, muted earth tones of stone and marble with faded tapestries, but the palace was far more regal than anything he had seen before. Aaron wondered if perhaps it felt that way because of the sheer
size of every room and hall. 
A pair of servants exited a door down the hall and passed Aaron and his friend. It was that door
which was manned by two sentries at which Borrican stopped. He flashed a signet ring which Aaron had
not seen him put on and the guards looked back at the wall opposite them. The door opened and an elderly
man opened the door. 
“Prince Borrican. Welcome,” he said in his dry old voice. He looked at Aaron. “And welcome
also...?” 
“Aaron,” Borrican told him. 
“Aaron. Ah, yes, a friend from the Academy. Not a word then.” He winked and bowed, much to
Aaron’s surprise. Then he spoke to Borrican. “I’m afraid your uncle the Duke is at an audience with King
Cerric at the moment. Shall I fix you gentlemen some refreshments while you wait?” Borrican nodded. 
“Whatever is easiest, thank you, Henry. Good to see you again,” Borrican told him, smiling at the
old man. Henry bowed
“Of course, Prince Borrican. Always a pleasure. Take yourselves into the sitting room, I will return
shortly with strong drink. I expect your uncle to arrive any moment and I do not think he will be pleased by his meeting with Cerric.” he said and left them. 
Borrican led Aaron into the sitting room, which to Aaron looked like more than enough room to
merely sit. Furnished with large couches and chairs, with low tables before them, the room was set up to
seat several dozen people comfortably. Borrican threw himself into one of the large chairs and Aaron
wandered throughout the room while they waited. Large shelves built of a dark wood were set into the
walls and Aaron glanced through the many titles on the volumes shelved there. He came across a book, 

The
Royal History of Maramyr and took it from the shelf. He looked over to Borrican. 
“May I?” he asked, holding out the book. Borrican nodded and leaned his head back into the high
back of the chair. Aaron sat on the neighboring couch and was leafing through the vast tomb when he
heard Henry’s voice again at the entrance. He came in carrying a tray with a large silver kettle and many small cups. Moments after he entered the door flew open and a small entourage of people led by a large, 
barrel-chested, richly clad man scowling beneath his dark moustache. Aaron guessed correctly that he
was Borrican’s uncle. 
“Borrican!” he called as the young men stood. “Good to see you again, nephew.” 
“Uncle Boric.” Borrican nodded and took his uncle’s big grip. “I must say the same. This is my
friend Aaron from the Academy.” He introduced them and Aaron shook hands with the Kandaran Duke. 
“Well met young man!” he said. “But where are my manners? Borrican, I have someone for you to
meet. Regent-King Cerric thought it would be a nice idea for you to accompany his niece out into the city to enjoy some of the festivities for Autumnfest this day.” He turned and gestured to the very beautiful, fair-haired young lady who had followed him into the room along with a retinue of servants. She had
practically been blocked from view by the man's robust stature and he stepped aside to let her past. “May I present the very lovely, Princess Ariana of Maramyr.” Duke Boric announced the girl's title proudly
with a flourish that came off as a little awkward for a man of his size. Aaron also saw the Duke wink at
his nephew. 
The princess was had fine features that were almost delicate but she was no waif. Elegant yet
strong, she stood with confidence and, now that Aaron took a closer look at her, he found she had a kind
of presence in the room, understated yet majestic, every bit the heir of the kingdom of Maramyr. The
princess's eyes looked carefully at Borrican, then at Aaron. Aaron felt the depth of her gaze as she stared at his him and he felt the top of his neck itch again and could not help but scratch it. As she broke his gaze he felt the itching subside. She looked at Borrican. 
"Hello, Borrican," she said. Clearly she already knew him and Aaron got the impression that the princess might not be all that fond of his Kandaran friend. Ariana sighed. At least she was no longer
trapped at court. "Duke Boric has been kind enough to rescue me from an audience with my uncle but I grow tired of this place. Shall we escape the palace and see what the city has to offer?” 
"If you would like to visit the city, I would be most pleased to escort you," Borrican said
enthusiastically. You need not worry for your safety, either. Both Aaron and myself are armed and we are
also in the First Division at the Academy." 
"Good," Ariana said, glancing briefly again at Aaron. "I will return momentarily, once I have changed into more suitable attire." 
"But Princess, have you forgotten about the surprise?" Duke Boric asked. 
"The surprise? I thought introducing me to your nephew for the fifth time was the surprise." 
“Five times? No, I was positive the two of you had not yet met," Duke Boric lied, obviously
feigning the innocence of an honest mistake. “Anyhow, that is of no import. You know each other. That is
good. Now, this is the surprise." 
The duke picked up a long, glass bottle from a nearby table and showed it to everyone present in the
room. 
"Mountain spirits," he announced proudly. "Very strong. Only for the bravest of the brave, it will put hair on your chest.” He turned to the princess. “Would you care for some?” 
Ariana shook her head and could not help but laugh at the ridiculous offer. 
“Hair on my chest? I think I will pass on that offer. You boys enjoy your drink and I will return
momentarily." 
She nodded at Borrican and his uncle, but completely ignored Aaron as she turned and exited the
room. Aaron did not even notice the snub as he hardly thought he would warrant any interest from a
princess and he was fairly excited at having met her as well as at the proposition of spending the
afternoon with her and his friend Borrican, who had turned out to be a prince himself. And now, Aaron
was about to shared a toast of Kandaran spirits with a Duke as well. His day had certainly turned out to
be far more interesting than he could have imagined. 
Duke Boric proceeded to uncork the bottle and pour some of the drink into several small cups, 
which he then handed to Aaron and Borrican. Aaron sniffed the liquid and found it to have a smell of oak
and moss but in a way that burned the insides of his nostrils. The Duke raised his cup. 
“A toast to her highness’ beauty!” he exclaimed. 
“I’ll drink to that," said Borrican and he tipped his cup back and swallowed the contents of his cup all at once, Kandaran style. 
Aaron did the same and nearly choked as the liquor burned its way down his throat and into his
stomach and he shook for a moment as a tremor rattled its way up his spine. It truly was strong stuff. 
Through the tears in his eyes, he noticed that both Borrican and his uncle were completely unaffected by
the drink and Duke Boric was now pouring more of it in each of their cups including the one in Aaron's
hand. 
“Aaron, is it?” the duke said and scratched his head. “You look like one of the local gentry. Got a
trace of the north in you though, I'd say.” Aaron was about to reply but the duke cut him off. “No lad, don’t give it away! I know the rules of the Academy. Enjoy them while you can. Its kind of nice not having folks bow and scrape to you, or having to bow and scrape to them conversely. Bowing and scraping! That’s all
there is in places like this.” Boric gestured around the room then threw himself back on one of the large chairs and sighed deeply. 
“Am I glad that audience is over. Cerric can be the most dreadful bore, and stubborn too. Can you
believe that he wants to close the trade route through Fallhammer Pass? Hell, that would all but stop
communications with Kandara. And, he’s convinced that every Kandaran merchant is a spy. He all but
accused me of being one, myself! I don’t honestly know what kind of secrets Maramyr’s got and what we
would want with them but apparently there’s some problem on the eastern border with the Xallans. 
They’re complaining that Kandarans are raiding them from the eastern mountains, sneaking down from the
mountains and burning their villages at night. It’s totally preposterous. Even the worst kind of Kandaran wouldn’t burn a village full of innocent people, and second of all, there’s almost no way through that side of the mountain range! Who knows what’s going on, but I suppose I’ll have to go and find out before this
turns into a diplomatic mess. But listen to me rattle on. Frankly, I’m really not cut out for all this courtly nonsense. Give me a battlefield and an opposing force! That’s more my element.” 
Duke Boric took another deep breath and his massive shoulders relaxed. He looked at the two
young men standing and listening respectfully to him. He had said enough to give Borrican an idea of what he would face as an ambassador in a few years when he was older. Now, it was time to be family again. 
He grinned at his nephew. 
“Enough business! So boys, what do you think of Maramyr?” He sipped his tea. Borrican spoke up
and Aaron noticed that his accent was a little thicker than usual. He wondered if his friend was nervous. 
“Well, I haven’t seen much but the Academy. Aaron has little experience of the city as well, 
although he knows a few of the shops. We will go explore the city today and maybe I can tell you about it when we return,” he said. His uncle laughed lightly. 
“Borrican, my boy. You really have got to work out that accent.” He looked over to Aaron. “Take
him drinking won’t you. That always helps.” Aaron grinned as the duke winked at him. “So they still don’t let you out of that place?” He brushed a few biscuit crumbs from his collar. Aaron thought Borrican’s
uncle he was looking far less Ducal than he had moments ago and wondered what Boric would be like if
he to meet him in a tavern. “The Academy, I mean,” Boric clarified. 
“Almost never, sir Duke, except for the major holidays,” Aaron answered. The duke snorted and
laughed. 
“None of that ‘sir’ business, Aaron. Is this the royal court, or the battlefield? Neither. We're sitting
and drinking, so call me Boric, or Duke if you have to, just no bowing and scraping and that includes
‘sir’!” He raised an eyebrow, chuckling. “Well, you lads drink up. I have a feeling that Ariana’ll be back soon.” he looked over Aaron’s head to the entrance of the room. “Feisty thing she is, you boys watch out
when you’re out there today. No city is kind to the inattentive.” Suddenly, Duke Boric jumped from his
chair. “Princess!” he exclaimed as she entered the room. 
Borric's surprise at her appearance seemed feigned and Aaron thought the Duke might have said
those last things for her benefit as well. Borrican and Aaron rose respectfully as she walked up to where they had sat. She wore a much more serviceable outfit of riding leathers and a dark green silk blouse. A
small, jewelled dagger at her side was the only adornment she wore and to Aaron it looked more
practical than decorative. Her hair was tied back tight revealing her high cheekbones and her face looked fresh and smooth. 
“Well, boys. Are we ready?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips. Borrican strode over to her
and linked his arm with hers. The princess did not seem overly enamored with walking on Borrican's arm
but she did not resist. 
“Shall we?” Borrican said and glanced over at Aaron. 
Duke Borric called after his nephew and the princess. “Have fun and be careful!” Aaron hurried to
catch up with them and waved at the Duke who smiled after him. 
As they strode out of the palace, Ariana freed herself from Borrican and stretched her arms above
her head, taking a deep breath. 
“Free at last,” she said with a sigh as they passed out into the city. 
“Princess?” Borrican inquired. 
“Just Ariana, please. I am just as tired of the formalities as your uncle. Besides, we’re not supposed
to attract too much attention out here. You’re Borrican, you’re Aaron and I’m Ariana. That will be
perfectly adequate.” She folded her arms and stared at the two friends who both shrugged and looked at
each other in agreement that she was most definitely a princess. Ariana caught the look and shook her
head, spun on her heel and headed toward the centre of the city. “Now we have one stop to make on our
way. Follow me.” 
Not willing to argue with the wilful princess, the boys followed. 
Seeming to know her way, she led them through a maze of streets and finally stopped at a small
building with a heavy wooden door bearing the carving of what looked to be a star. Not bothering to
knock, she pushed it open and the boys followed her in. Inside what seemed to be some kind of curiosity
shop were numerous shelves with small devices on them, scrolls and books lay in an almost haphazard
way on many of the room’s tables. It was darkly lit and a kind of dusty silence hung in the air. Almost
immediately, Aaron felt the tiny hairs on his neck stand up. This place contained some sort of magic. 
Aaron could almost feel power humming in the air and he felt a strange twinge in his head as all the
muscles in his neck tightened up. He hoped they would not stay long. 
A young man was sitting at a desk by a window, bent over a scroll, and it was a few moments
before he looked up. “Ariana! Good to see you.” He rose from his seat and Aaron could see that he was
very tall. “It’s been a long time. What can I do for you today?” he looked over at her companions. Ariana gestured a thumb at Aaron. 
“Calthas, I need you to check something. I tried to read this fellow here, Aaron is his name, and my
sight wouldn’t work.” Aaron took a step back, feeling a little uneasy as he realized that she was talking about magic. Borrican looked at his friend questioningly and Aaron avoided his gaze. Calthas looked
uncomfortable for a moment, scratched his head, then turned to look at Aaron with a penetrating stare. The tall mage’s eyes turned a dark black for a moment and Aaron felt a momentary spike of pain in his head. 
One of his legs buckled a bit and he steadied himself with his other. The pain stopped as the mage’s eyes returned to normal and he abruptly moved to the door of his shop and turned the bolt. 
“Come,” he motioned as he crossed the room. “Into the back, we mustn’t discuss this here.” 
“What is going on?” Borrican asked. “Princess, who is this man? I assume he is a wizard of some
kind. He looks like a wizard. And Aaron, why are…” Ariana cut him off. 
“Relax, Borrican, you always were a little uptight,” she said. “This will be quick, and I’m sure it is
nothing, but how much do you know about your friend here anyway? ” 
“What do you mean?” Borrican asked. 
“Don't be dense. Use your power,” she told him. Borrican frowned. 
“I'd rather not.” Borrican folded his arms but glanced over at Aaron with a suspicious look. 
“There is something about you that repels my magic,” Ariana said to Aaron. “Why is that?” 
“What is she talking about Aaron?” Borrican asked. Aaron could feel the pain in his head
increasing and he could feel an intense power emanating from Ariana, Calthas and now Borrican, 
although Borrican's energy was somehow different. He hoped they would stop whatever they were doing
and tried to explain as quickly as possible. 
“I’m not sure, but I don’t like being around magic,” he told them “It has always made me ill, for as
long as I can remember.” Calthas noticed Aaron's face begin to wince and he let go of his power and
looked at Aaron thoughtfully. 
“Princess, stop. You too, ” he said, glancing at Borrican. They both hesitated for a moment, but then
Aaron felt the power subside and so did the pain. 
“Do you understand this?” Ariana asked the mage. 
“Perhaps,” Calthas said, pondering for a moment. “I read something about this in one of my texts, 
but I will have to conduct a few tests to get a better idea of what is going on with this fellow.” Calthas turned to Aaron. “If you do not mind, I would like to take a look at you, magically. It doesn't just make you ill, does it? It causes pain, a great deal of pain, I believe. I could see that, plain enough.” 
Aaron nodded. “Yes, it does,” he admitted. He saw his friend's expression turn from suspicion to
concern but Ariana maintained her skeptical view of him. 
“Not to worry young sir, I will be careful and you will not come to harm. The princess has some
power and is merely concerned that she cannot read you. It is something we mages do when we want to
know more about a person. Not being able to read someone usually means they are hiding something, 
although most mages choose what they allow another mage to sense about them. It is something we all do, 
and makes for complicated socializing, but that's another matter entirely. This is something that concerns me as well. As I said, you will come to no harm. May I proceed?” 
Aaron figured he might as well cooperate rather than push his luck. Something about him had
already gotten the princess upset and maybe it would be better if he did what she said. She was a
princess, after all. Calthas led them through a doorway into the interior of the building. They stepped into a room that was strangely bare except for a large table in the centre. As Aaron passed through the
doorway, he felt a sharp spike of pain then it faded back to a dull roar. Inside the room, there were no
windows or other doors, and Calthas closed the heavy door through which they had passed. 
“I am sorry for the precautions, but the priesthood have become a little intrusive of late. This room
has been spelled with protections so that I can work undetected,” he explained. “So, the reason you
brought this young man here is that your sight doesn’t work on him. I tried mine as well and could see
very little. Either this young man is a magical anomaly, which is highly unlikely, or perhaps something
like this room has been done to him,” he explained. “I will try again, another way.” 
“Why all the fuss, anyway?” Borrican asked, clearly deciding that Aaron was just Aaron and not
some kind of threat. Ariana rolled her eyes at him
“Who is to say that this friend of yours isn’t a spy or even an assassin?” Ariana objected. “It isn’t
widely known, but I have had three attempts on my life since Summerfest alone.” Calthas nodded, 
confirming her story and Borrican shook his head, half in disbelief. “Why can’t I see his thoughts
Calthas?” she asked, looking at Aaron. Cathas turned to him. 
“First of all, it is poor etiquette not to submit to a direct mind-seeing when your sovereign requests
it, but I suspect you didn’t ask him did you princess?” He glanced suspiciously at Ariana who looked
away a little guiltily. Calthas shook his head and turned to Aaron. “She never asks,” he said and let out a sigh as he explained that which Ariana should have done so in the first place since Aaron was purportedly a friend. 
“A mind-seeing is much more intrusive than simply sensing someone with your power. It is direct, 
incisive and almost like being interrogated. If you refuse, it means you don’t trust the caster and you have something to hide. By the way, Aaron, it is a pleasure to meet you” he said, extending his hand. “ Now, 
would you permit me to do a mind-seeing? I don’t like doing them. It’s too much in the style of the
priesthood. They don’t ask either,” commented Calthas, casting a dark look at Ariana’s. Aaron was a little worried since he had never reacted well to magic. He hoped whatever Calthas was going to do wouldn’t
give him another headache. Still, considering that he was lucky enough to accompany the Royal Princess
of Maramyr he figured it would be best to cooperate if it would make her more comfortable. Besides, he
didn’t have much of a choice at this point. 
“I apologise if I have offended the princess,” Aaron said, glancing at the two others. “I had no idea
that she was doing a ‘seeing’ or whatever it is called. If she wants to try again, I a willing.” The princess muttered something about him having no idea and then paced about the room. 
“I am sorry, Aaron,” Calthas said and Aaron nodded. “Ariana has not been long learning the craft, 
especially since the palace is riddled with those damned Priests and well, anyone using magic gets to
read from their little book,” he said sarcastically and more than a little cryptically. “It is better for all, and particularly for you if I perform this task. Shall I begin?” 
Aaron shrugged. “Okay,” he said. “But magic always gives me horrible headaches. I might not be
able to accompany you to the city if it doesn’t go well” 
“Don’t worry. I will be careful,” he reassured Aaron and then reached a hand toward him. Calthas
muttered a few strange words under his breath and looked deeply into Aaron’s eyes. Aaron saw that the
young mage's eyes had again turned glassy black. Aaron stared straight back, and felt his head begin to
throb behind his eyes. Calthas’ brow furrowed as he concentrated and Aaron tried to ignore the pain that
was now reaching all the way around to the back of his skull. Ariana and Borrican both watched Aaron as
Calthas began chanting again. The princess gasped and from the corner of his eye, Aaron could see
Borrican’s face go pale. 
The pain in Aaron’s head increased more with every moment and soon Calthas was beginning to
sweat. Aaron felt that the room was getting warmer and his chest began to tighten, leaving him short of
breath. Suddenly the room started spinning and Aaron’s vision swam with waves of darkness. Aaron lost
consciousness and crumpled to the floor. Calthas tore his own eyes free of the seeing and gasped. He
reached for a chair and sat in it taking a few deep breaths. Borrican rushed to help his Aaron off the floor as he came to. Rising to his feet, Aaron noticed that the pain in his head had once again faded quickly to its usual persistent ache. After a few moments, Calthas stood as well. 
“Very bad. This is not good at all,” he said between breaths. “Ariana, Borrican, your friend Aaron
here is not hiding anything from you, not intentionally, but there is definitely something hidden about him. 
From what I can tell, there is some kind of block on his mind, kind of like when one of us hides our
power, but more complete. From what I could tell, he wasn’t even doing anything to stop me and I still
couldn’t get through. I think there is some a magical ward on him and it is not of his own making. I
managed to glimpse his aura and, while the ward is similar, it doesn't completely match. This suggests to me it was placed there by someone else. It is a powerful ward, too, far beyond my abilities.” Calthas cast an inquisitive eye at Aaron, who now sat up with the help of his friend Borrican. “Do you know how you
came to have a magical ward placed upon you?” he asked. Aaron shook his head. He had only a vague
idea of what Calthas was talking about. Ariana gave Aaron a suspicious look then shot a disapproving
one at Borrican. 
“So, what you’re saying is that we have no way of knowing anything about him?” she asked Calthas. 
Calthas shook his head. 
“I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to work around it. But, I can tell you this much, Aaron is
not trying to hide anything. Had he resisted himself at all, he would be unconscious for a week, I think. 
From what I could gather, the ward seems very old, and though it is powerful, it has weakened in a few
places. You said magic gives you headaches?” Calthas asked Aaron. 
“Any time a mage would cast a spell at festivals, or at the Academy when all those Priests were
using their magic to find spell books, I could feel it. If I’m too close, it’s painful.” Aaron explained. 
Calthas scratched his head in wonderment. 
“So you’ve basically been avoiding magic,” he said. Aaron shrugged. 
“I guess so,” Aaron replied. 
“Well, at least the ward has saved you from the attentions of the Priesthood,” the mage looked to the
Princess then back at Aaron. “Did you know that you have mage talent, Aaron?” he asked. 
“What do you mean?” Aaron asked. Something about Calthas' question made him feel very
uncomfortable. He noticed Borrican and Ariana staring at him more inquisitively now. 
“As I said, there are places where the ward that’s on your mind has become weakened. The ward
itself gives off the impression of blank space.” Calthas waved his hand in front of Aaron as if he were
pointing out something material in the air between them. “If someone looks at you with mage sight, he will see nothing, absence. It is as though you are like a piece of dried wood, lifeless. Most people have a sort of living energy around them,” Calthas explained further. “They have an aura, and seeing that aura is the quickest way to get an idea of someone’s personality. Yours is only visible if you look carefully through the places where the ward is weakest. At the center of the aura is a spark or a tiny flicker of energy. Even the lowliest peasant usually has this little bit of magic in them though it can be infinitesimally small. But like I said, at first glance, you show nothing. It is as though you’re not even alive. However, I have made a special study of energies, especially those around living creatures, it is sort of my hobby, or speciality, so I was able to discern your energy to some degree. I doubt there are many who could do the same.” Ariana
frowned at what the mage had told them. Aaron looked at Borrican who shrugged with an
uncomprehending look. 
“So I don’t have a spark in my aura,” Aaron said. He was not sure what that meant. “Maybe that’s
why I don’t like magic.” Calthas chuckled. 
“That’s just the thing, Aaron. You do have an aura, a powerful one, but it is merely hidden or
perhaps inverted, I’m not quite sure. What I am sure of is that you have magic that is innate to you, 
otherwise the ward would not work. Your aura is there, it is simply hidden by the ward. You're a mage.” 
“What does that mean?” Aaron asked, incredulous. He hated magic. It has brought him nothing but
pain and misery his entire life. Calthas pondered for a moment, then tried to explain. 
‘At first I tried looking directly into you and found only the sense of nothingness but you said that
magic gives you headaches so I knew that there must be something magic in you or else why would you be
sensitive to it. It came to me to probe indirectly with my power and that’s when things started to get
complicated. I found a kind of magical framework almost indentical to you physically and spiritually, a
framework that reflects...no, that's not the right word...absorbs energy from the outside world and then
dispels it again. That's why anyone with power trying to use their power to see you sort of sees nothing. 
It's kind of like seeing through you. The problem is, you have a lot of magical power held inside that ward and it appears to have built up to the point that the ward is beginning to weaken from within.” Calthas
now turned to the Princess and Borrican. 
“You see how this could become a problem?” Ariana frowned again and began to pace. She knew
that all mages had power constantly building and flowing naturally from them. That was, in essence, part
of what an aura was. Hiding one's aura took a lot of effort and meant holding in that power, to the point where it could become uncomfortable, even painful. At some point the energy would need to be released. 
Ariana had once wondered how dangerous it might be for someone to be holding power for an extended
period of time and Calthas had told her not to try, that it would be very bad, and would not elaborate. 
“So, we still don’t know if he’s a threat,” Ariana said, focusing on her immediate concern. Calthas
put up a hand. 
“If he wanted to be a threat, he could easily have done so. And I think this is as much news to him
as it is to us.” Calthas turned again to Aaron. “No doubt you are a little confused, Aaron. The basic
explanation is that there is some kind of ward on your mind that keeps people from seeing who you are
and whether you have any kind of power. I say it’s a pretty handy thing to have these days, what with the Priesthood around trying to convert all the magic users to their new religion.” Calthas was visibly
impressed. “Have you ever noticed anything besides the headaches?” 
Aaron thought about it and remembered that he had blacked out when he and Ehlena were
surrounded by the soldiers. He took a deep breath and decided to trust them with some things that had
been troubling him for some time now. 
“Well, apart from the pounding in my head every time I’m around magic users, I have noticed that
my vision gets really sharp, all my senses do, but then I black out, that’s when strange things happen. Like trees blooming in mid-winter or things catching fire, sometimes.” Ariana flinched as the mention of fire
reminded her of a dream that had plagued her for years. Aaron continued. “Ever since mid-winter the
headaches have been getting worse and sometimes they happen even when there are no mages nearby.” 
Aaron decided not to tell them about the attack at the cottage and how when he had blacked out, he awoke
to find that all of Manfred's soldiers had all died. Now that he heard himself talking about these things that had been happening to him, Aaron realized how far he had put these things from his mind. It seemed as
though even the thought of magic made his head hurt. 
“Well Aaron, I don’t know too much about it but that ward cannot be too good for you, especially if
its causing you pain. I don’t have the skill to do anything to remove a spell of that intricacy. I wish Lyssa were here. She was always good with puzzles like this, but she’s at Blue Island, recruited by the
priesthood, of course, now another faithful follower.” 
“What’s all this about the Priesthood?” Aaron asked. He had seen the Mage Priests countless times
in the library and one or two had passed through Ashford a year earlier but it seemed as though they were everywhere in Maramyr. Calthas chuckled. 
“Oh yes, they’ve made quite a religion of it. It’s spreading everywhere. I heard that over in the
Xallan lands, Queen Calexis apparently made it the official religion and issued a law that all mages have to join the Priesthood.” Calthas explained. “To the Priesthood, magic is a sacred thing, kind of ritualistic and, of course reserved only for the faithful. They’re always harping about the ‘One’ and their wretched
book. From what I understand, they believe their God is will soon come to walk on this world. 
Personally, I don’t believe a word of it and I seem to be doing fine.” Calthas scoffed. Aaron felt a brief twinge in the back of his head as the mage snapped his fingers and calling a tiny flame forth above his
fingers. “They’re pretty aggressive about wanting anyone and everyone with any magical powers
whatsoever to join their ranks and become true believers.” 
“You can’t swing a cat in the palace these days without hitting a Priest.” Ariana complained. “But
I’ve been careful to hide my power from them. So far the Priests have been nothing but courteous and
helpful, except maybe that weasel Dakar.” 
Calthas did not look convinced. 
“I doubt it will be very long before they notice your powers and convince your uncle to ship you off
to Blue Island for your so-called education.” 
“I overheard my uncle talking to Dakar about the Island. It will probably be some time soon,” she
told him. 
“Well, if it comes up, perhaps you should consider bringing this Aaron along with you.” Calthas
suggested. 
“Why?” Ariana was confounded. Calthas chuckled before responding. 
“For one, he’d be good to have around if you wanted to avoid the Priesthood. From what I can tell, 
the ward extends a few arm spans around him and dampens any deliberate scrying. This room has actually
never been safer from prying eyes than it is right now. And secondly, maybe he’ll get a chance to learn
something about the ward and figure out a way to get it removed. The Priesthood, true to form, has been
collecting up every magic book everywhere and shipping them all off to the Island. There’s bound to be
something in one of them.” Calthas again directed his attention to Aaron. “And the worst case is that your headaches become unbearable and you’ll need someone powerful enough to find a way to remove the
ward. While I hate to say it, if you run out of options, the Priesthood might be better than a life of
excruciating pain, or possibly dying from it.” Calthas shrugged at this last, his eyes downcast. 
“What do you mean?” Aaron asked him. 
“Okay, magic for beginners…” The mage paused for a moment. “Um, while the Priesthood might
disagree with me, here’s what I understand of how it all works. Think of magic as an energy that all
people have. Some people have more of it than others. If you’re attuned to it and have the extra measure
typical of mages, then you can sense it. Really, its everywhere, in everything, but concentrated more
powerfully in some people. If you have enough of it to be a mage, then you learn how to manipulate it and that, is what we call magic. Whatever the case, here’s the trick of it. Mages tend to attract magic, we
absorb it constantly and then cast it. The catch is that if you are a mage, the magic is part of you and the more a mage you become, the more at one you become with the energy.” 
Aaron was not sure whether he understood correctly. 
“So, once you begin to use magic, you become more powerful?” he asked. 
“Not exactly. Every mage is gifted in different ways and to differing amounts. It’s just that, over
time, and with use, you are more able to harness and control it. That’s the problem with the ward on your mind. While it prevents others from interacting with you magically, it also prevents you from connecting
with your own power. You said that your headaches began during the winter?” Calthas inquired. 
“Yes, I think so.” 
“Although there have been a few exceptions, it is usually some time during early adulthood that
most mages begin to feel their powers grow more sharply. While the power is always there, something
changes and it begins to flow more powerfully, expanding beyond your physical self. It is strange, though, that the ward appears to be very old, as though it were put on you when you were much younger, before
you would normally have shown any signs of being a mage.” Calthas paused, thinking for a moment. 
“Whatever the case, the ward is giving you trouble and it may only get worse. I would do whatever
possible to get it removed.” 
Calthas turned to Ariana and Borrican. 
“I sincerely doubt that Aaron poses any threat to either of you. His aura is strong and true, that much
is clear. If anything, he is a danger to himself if this problem is not solved.” 
Relieved that Aaron had passed Calthas' inspection, Ariana was now frustrated and somewhat
concerned for Borrican’s young friend. She also felt a little badly for how she had treated him and
wondered if there was something she could do to help him. 
“Calthas. You’re sure you can’t do anything about it? ” she asked. “You said the ward was
weakened.” 
“Weakened yes, but weak it most certainly is not. I like to think of myself as having some skill in
these things but, like I said, this is way out of my league. I’m afraid that soon the only help to be found for him might be at Blue Island. That’s where almost all of the mages have gone, at least all the mages I can think of skilled enough to deal with this problem. The problem is, the place is practically run by the
Priesthood these days. I fear it might not even be safe for you to travel there, Princess, though it may
become necessary if you are to continue your training. Perhaps, if you travel to Blue Island, you can take this young man with you," he suggested. 
As Aaron listened to Calthas and Ariana, he glanced over at Borrican who had remained silent
throughout the exchange. He had been looking at Aaron with a strange expression, and there was
something distant in his eyes. Suddenly aware that Aaron was staring back at him, Borrican turned his
eyes back to the floor. 
Ariana also realized she had been perfectly horrible to Aaron since the moment they had arrived at
Calthas’ workshop. For all she knew, he could be another royal like Borrican although she figured, if that were true, she would likely have run across him some time before this. His accent was definitely
Maramyrian, though his way of speaking made her think of someone older than he was. At the same time, 
she knew nothing about him and the fact that he had some mysterious spell on him that hid his identity
made her even more suspicious. She was not ready to reconsider her position, quite yet and, given that she hardly knew him, Calthas' proposal that she take him with her anywhere, let along to the Mage School at
Blue Island, was downright preposterous. 
“I’ll do nothing of the sort," she told the mage. "I don’t even know who he is except that this lout brought him from the Academy.” She smacked Borrican in the chest. The Kandaran Prince looked again at
Aaron then finally spoke. 
“I guess it is a question that needs answering. Who are you, Aaron?” he asked. Aaron did not know
quite how to respond and Borrican continued before he could say anything. “I know the rules at the
Academy, but we’re not at the Academy now and it seems kind of important.” 
Aaron felt badly. He did not mean to cause so much trouble for his friend and he agreed that
answering their questions was important, except he did not know quite what to tell them, except the truth. 
“My name is Aaron. I'm not a noble like you and the princess. I grew up in the country with my
uncle and he taught me pretty much everything I know. There’s not much more to it than that,” Aaron told
him. Borrican frowned. 
“But you’re the best sword fighter at the Academy. You were better than everybody else before you
even arrived. I saw you spar with Aldos your first day. He's one of the top swordmen among even the
Captains and you were an easy match for him," Borrican said. "And you’re educated too, as well as any noble. I’m pretty sure that you don’t get that kind of training living out in the country. Who was this uncle of yours?” he asked. 
Since first arriving at the city and meeting Ehlena's aunt, then heading off to the Aaron had felt very
self-conscious about his low-born status. When he read books of history and heard stories about this king or that queen or various nobles, they had just been stories about people from far off places, the kinds of people that Aaron had never even considered he would ever meet. Things like status and rank had not
mattered to him out in the country, but it mattered here, to the people whose families actually appeared in the books he had read. Aaron thought perhaps his uncle’s name might mean something. It certainly had
with Lord Carlis and Captain Nathas. 
“My uncle was from Maramyr,” he told them. “A long time ago, he was the Royal Armsmaster to
King Gregor. His name was Tarnath. He didn't talk much about his time in Maramyr, but his family house
was called Coromay, I think.” 
“Tarnath is your uncle?” Ariana was incredulous. “The servants still talk about him though I barely
remember him. I do know I used to call him Uncle Tarnath when I was little. And I remember I used to
pull on his beard and he would stick his tongue out at me. I thought he died a long time ago.” Ariana
looked as though she was reminded of something unpleasant. 
“My uncle said he was part of the plot to kill my parents but I don't know if I ever believed that
story. The older servants, the ones who were there and remember that night have told me he wasn't. 
Tarnath had nothing to do with the fire, with my parents. They told me his entire beard burned off trying to save them and that he was the one who rescued me. I never understood how he could have done that and
still be banished from the city.” Ariana was saddened by the thoughts of those horrible things that had
happened so long ago, and still conflicted by the differing stories she had heard. 
Aaron had heard how Ariana's parents, King Gregor and Queen Aria had died in a terrible fire
when she was only a child. He also wondered why, in all the years they had lived in the cottage, Tarnath
had never spoken of the Royal Family of Maramyr. It counted for something, but there was still so much
about him that made her uncomfortable. 
“I believe that Tarnath was an honorable man." Ariana held out her hand, delicately and Aaron took
it in his own. "Well met, Aaron," she said, briefly. 
“Should I bow or something?” Aaron asked. Ariana laughed and let go of his hand. 
“Bowing and curtsies, not if we can help it. I have never been one for that sort of thing. At court, in
front of people, yes, but otherwise, no," she said. "Tell me, Aaron, how is Tarnath? My uncle Cerric told me years ago that he had died, but I'm glad to hear the old man still lives. There are many things I might ask him.” 
“Tarnath was alive, until recently," Aaron told her, "Tarnath was killed in a fight near our home out in the countryside and the place where we lived was burned to the ground. That is why I have come here
to the city.” 
“I am sorry to hear that,” Ariana said, genuinely sad for Aaron's loss and, disappointed that she
would not have the chance to meet the man whom she had been told was her father's most trusted friend. 
“Thank you, ” said Aaron, not sure how else to respond. 
“So, this means Aaron's not some kind of enemy or spy or something,” Borrican said. 
“Hardly,” Calthas commented. 
“He's sort of a friend of the family, in a way,” Ariana added, though she still kept some reservations
about him. 
“Happiness," Calthas added with a smile then clapped his hands together and turned to Aaron. 
“Aaron, would you wait out here for a moment while I speak with the other two.” he asked. 
Aaron followed him, happy for a moment on his own. While he was feeling a bit restored from
Ariana’s renewed friendliness toward him, he could definitely use a few moments to get his mind around
everything that had happened in Calthas’ study. Calthas closed the door behind him and Aaron waited
patiently in the outer room. He noticed a volume on one of the young wizard’s shelves and picked it up. It resembled one of his own books except where his had been marked with the Maramyrian symbol for One, Calthas’ was called The Book of One. 
Curious to see if it was the same, Aaron opened it and was greeted by similar images to the ones he
usually saw in the copy he had back on his shelf at the Academy. It was different, though. Its images did not move and shift like in the other. Aaron guessed that this book was perhaps a copy of the one he had in his possession. He heard a conversation begin in the other room but could not make out the words of the
muffled voices behind the door so he resigned himself to wait and leaf through the book. He hoped
Calthas did not mind. 
Inside the room, Borrican was beginning to raise a protest with the Princess. She scowled at him
even more now as he argued on his friend’s behalf. 
“It’s not like you just get into the High Academy, Princess. Plus he’s been an honourable sort all the
way through. He’s my friend and I can’t say that I’m too pleased at the way he is being treated. Besides, you said it yourself. His uncle was a friend of your parents.” He stuck out his jaw in defiance and Ariana shot him a steely look. 
“Did you look at his eyes? Did you watch them? I have never seen that before. Even Calthas’ eyes
don’t do that.” 
“What’s that?” Calthas asked. 
“His eyes,” repeated Ariana. "I have seen mages flowing with power so much that the air around
them practically burned, and their eyes would change, glowing with the power they were harnessing, 
black with the sight, but his eyes were something else completely. It was unnerving." 
“Yes, I noticed that. He’s got some power," Calthas commented, uncomfortably. It was said that the
eyes were the window to the soul and that a mage's eyes were a reflection of the power held within. Only
once had Calthas seen the kind of depth he had glimpsed in Aaron's gaze, when he had been a very young
trainee, and the mage had been a man of exceptional power. If Aaron truly held such potential, then it was imperative that he have the ward removed sooner rather than later. Confining such power could only lead
to disaster. 
“So he really is a mage?” Borrican asked, breaking Calthas' train of thought. 
“Oh yes, but he's not capably of anything, really. Not at the moment. He has power, but he’s
disconnected to it because of the ward on his mind. It obscures his magic from him and from everyone
else. But you saw, when I did manage to find a weak spot in the ward, I pushed with my own power and
his own manifested itself, for just a moment, but it was enough to set off alarms all over the kingdom, had this room not been heavily warded. Even then, the amount of power that flowed through that tiny
connection I found almost broke the spells I put on this place and despite all that, he just stood there, passive, as if totally unaware of it all." Calthas shook his head and continued. 
“Princess, if you’re worried about being in safe company I think this fellow is about the safest, so
long as you have his trust. Like I said, from what I was able to understand of the ward, if he hadn’t totally submitted to what I just did, I would be the one laid out for a week at least. He trusted me completely and from what I could tell, he did so on your behalf. With that and what I could read of his aura, I can safely say he is not hiding anything from you and has no threats toward you or such plans, and I know how much
of a concern that is for you.” 
“But won’t the wards be dangerous to us?” Ariana asked gesturing to both Borrican and herself. 
“Not unless you start throwing fireballs at him,” Calthas joked, and he laughing a little
uncomfortably then threw her a serious look. “Frankly, I don’t envy the person who tries it. That ward is really a wonder. I wish I could explain it to you but it’s so complicated even I barely understand it.” 
Borrican had been listening and was curious now about this mage business. 
“As I'm sure you know, Kandaran magic works differently than it does in other realms. We don’t
have many mages in Kandar and the few that I have met were all capable of some pretty dangerous things. 
You say that Aaron is unable to use his power, and is basically unaware of it? Couldn't it be dangerous if he accidentally used it?” 
Calthas thought Borrican’s question was pertinent, and interesting coming from a Kandaran royal. 
He had sensed something very different about Borrican's own aura but decided to leave his many
questions about that for another time. For now, he did his best to clarify his thoughts. 
“It is possible, but of course anything’s possible, now isn’t it. That’s the theoretical beauty of what
we do,” Calthas said with a smile. “Don’t worry, but don’t press him on the subject and don't put him
under magical pressure. Someone more skilled than I needs to probe that ward and, while I think your
friend isn’t in any danger for the moment, the ward on his mind could be dangerous to someone who pried
too forcefully.” Ariana pursed her lips at Calthas’ words, catching the warning. The mage was well
aware of her insatiable curiosity and her tendency to forget some of the rules he had tried to teach her. 
Borrican considered how all of this was his fault for bringing Aaron along in the first place. 
“Sorry, I didn’t know,” he offered an apology to the princess. “Aaron is a friend from the Academy
and I figured it would be okay to bring him.” Ariana smiled at him. 
“It’s okay, there’s no way you could have known any of this,” she told him. “Besides, it's probably
good that we brought him here.” 
“It is most definitely a good thing you did,” Calthas said. “It is better that this problem was
discovered sooner rather than later. This could kill him if the ward is not removed, and soon.” 
Ariana and Borrican exchanged a look that conveyed their feelings about it. While Ariana still had a
few reservations about Borrican's friend, they both agreed with Calthas that it was safe to trust Aaron and they should probably do what they could to help him. At the very least, the young man warranted keeping
an eye on, given his peculiar circumstances. They exited the room to where Aaron was waiting for them. 
Aaron heard their footsteps creak on the wooden floorboards and started to replace the book on its
shelf. The door opened and Calthas entered, followed by Ariana and Borrican. Calthas stopped when he
saw Aaron pushing the book back into its place on the shelf. 
“I wasn’t sure how long you were going to be. I hope you don't mind.” Aaron said, inwardly kicking
himself for nosing through the mage’s things. 
“I see you’ve found the book,” Calthas said with a note of derision as he looked at the volume on
the shelf
“The book?” he asked. “Oh, I thought I might read something while I waited. I hope that's okay,” 
Aaron said. 
“That’s fine. Curiosity is the mark of a mage and you probably should read some magic books at
some point, but some of them can be dangerous.” Calthas picked the book from its shelf and showed it to
Ariana and Borrican. “This book is a copy of the book of the Priesthood. They call it 'The Book of One' 
or 'The One Book' respectively. I have already warned you about it, Princess, but it is important that your friends understand what it is. From what I understand, just looking at the pages of one of the original
copies can turn a lesser mage into an instant follower of the one god. This one is a copy of a copy and has no such power. Still, the images are very powerful. When you get to Blue Island, stick to your studies and keep your distance from the book. If you are shown a copy, do your best to focus on any other thoughts you might have and do not allow the pages of the book to entrance you,” he warned. “It is powerful magic, and a sheer test of your will, and though I suspect you would probably be able to resist its pull, even I do not dare look at an original copy.” 
As if making Princess Ariana uncomfortable had not been bad enough, Aaron now felt guilty that he
had nosed into Calthas’ book. He wondered whether his own copy of the book might be as dangerous as
Calthas said, but he figured that perhaps it was something like the books of Anonymous, or perhaps
whatever the ward was that Calthas said he was under made it so he would not be affected. Whatever the
case, he had no business looking at some stranger’s things, let alone the private books of a mage. Aaron
resolved that perhaps it would be better that he should return to the Academy but before he could get a
word out, Ariana held up her hand, already determined to say some things of her own. 
“I am sorry I over-reacted Aaron,” she told him. "I’ve been having some trouble at the palace and I
fear I have more enemies than friends at the moment.” 
“It’s okay,” Aaron reassured her. “I didn’t know about any of this but if there are people threatening
you then it is better to be careful. Let me know if I can be of any help, though from what Calthas just told us, I don’t know what use I might be. I just hope there’s nothing dangerous about me.” 
“No, I think you’re quite safe to those around you,” Calthas said with a smile. "This ward appears
to be dangerous to mostly to you, and perhaps to anyone who might try to use magic on you." 
"As long as the princess, and Borrican are not in any danger," Aaron said. "I would not want to put them at risk, even by accident." 
Ariana believed Aaron's words were genuine. 
“Good. Now that’s settled, we should go out and enjoy the city,” she said, even smiling at Aaron. 
After all the things that had just happened and what they had just discovered about him, she felt she should learn more about this young friend of Borrican’s, this nephew of one of her family's closest and trusted
friends. 
“What I don’t understand is how you have enemies at the palace,” interjected Borrican. “It is your
palace.” 
Ariana shook her head glumly. 
“It is not my palace yet. Right now it's my uncle Cerric's palace and, to put it plainly, we do not get
along. I’m surprised he waited this long to start planning to ship me off somewhere. It is just over a year before my coronation as Queen of Maramyr, and I'm sure he would love nothing less than to see me
disappear,” she said, darkly then spun on her heel and headed toward the door. “Why don’t we go? I’ve
had enough of worrying about things and looking over my shoulder and such. I want to have fun today. I
think it’s about time we went out and enjoyed the festivities.” She turned again and looked at Aaron. 
“Calthas says you’re probably safer company than Borrican because of that stupid ward spell that’s
on you, so I suppose you’re welcome to accompany me and his highness of Kandara to Autumnfest,” she
said, still a little tentative toward him. Aaron nodded his thanks. Borrican clapped his friend on the back and they both began to follow Ariana out the door. 
“Thanks again, Calthas. I will be in touch soon,” Ariana said to the mage then gestured to Borrican
and Aaron. “Shall we?” 
Aaron and Borrican followed her out, bidding Calthas goodbye as they left. Calthas closed the door
and stared at the book that Aaron had held in his hand only moments earlier. He had obtained the copy of
the book some time ago but desperately feared to open it. Though the princess did not entirely believe his suspicions about the book, several mages he knew had been interviewed by the Priesthood and had
quickly become converts. When next he saw them, they had desperately tried to get him to join them. They
had even given his name to the Priesthood whom, he had heard, were even now trying to ferret him out. 
Luckily, he had cast the ward on his workshop long ago, before the Priesthood had any presence in the
kingdom, his original intention to hide some of the more controversial magics he was investigating. Only
those he permitted knew of its location and could find their way to his abode. And thus far, he had
remained safe, but he knew that just as the ward on Aaron's mind appeared to have weakened over time, 
the ward on his abode within the city would soon weaken also. 
The day would come very soon when he too would have to leave Maramyr. Princess Ariana had
worked hard to learn how to shield her power but Calthas knew that every passing day brought her more
fully into her power and she would not be able to hide it much longer, not with the little bit of training Calthas had been able to impart to her. His magic on its own which he practiced in veritable solitude was too much of an imperfect art and he wondered whether the mage priests would not soon discover him, 
despite the precautions he had taken. 
If he was right about the Priesthood, if they did turn their followers into fanatics and if they turned
Ariana to their will, she would immediately tell them about him. And she would do it blissfully, just like any good convert. It was a hard time for mages. The Priesthood had cleverly embarked on a campaign of
public works in Maramyr, healing and helping the poor and downtrodden, so it was difficult to warn
others of their true nature. Most people in the city considered them heroes and to overtly criticize the
priesthood was becoming something akin to heresy. Ariana had told him she understood the dangers, but
he suspected that she did not entirely believe him. 
Calthas shuddered when he thought of how many mages had become priests of late. He would have
to leave Maramyr soon. He wondered where he would be able to go. There were a few places he had
heard of where mages were supposed to be safe from the Priesthood and he had heard of there being a
sanctuary somewhere, but nothing was for sure. He looked around the room and wondered how he would
be able to carry all of the books and magical objects he had collected. He would probably have to leave
most of it behind where it would eventually be found by the mage priests. But if they found it, then they would know about him. They would be able to use the residual magic in many of the items he had handled
to locate him and track him down. Perhaps, he thought, it would simply be better to destroy the things he could not take with him rather than leave evidence of his existence. Calthas felt his face redden in anger at the thought of destroying such precious magical items. He cursed the Priesthood for making him even
consider doing such a thing. Magic was sacred. He would have to find another way. 


*****
Aaron and Borrican arrived back at the Academy just before sunrise. After a full day and a longer
night out enjoying the city, they had long since missed their curfew and knew that they would have to
sneak back into the barracks or face the Captains’ discipline. Neither of the two friends looked forward to being reprimanded and having to scrub floors or shovel manure in the stables so they set about scaling the outside wall of the fortress that was the Academy. 
Borrican joked that their Academy teachers had made it easier for them to succeed at their task
since they had recently trained them on techniques for sneaking into an enemy fortress. This one would be easier since there was no one at the top ready to pour boiling oil on them. They climbed the wall and, 
once over, silently made their way across the grounds. They successfully snuck past the sentries and into the barracks. They made it as far as Aaron’s room when they heard the regular steps of the watch making
their rounds. 
Quickly they dashed inside and waited until the footsteps had past. Still feeling the effects of too
many draughts of the sweet summer ale the whole city had been drinking to make room for the next
brewing, they laughed at the seeming hilarity of not getting caught. Tired, but not quite ready to sleep, Aaron sat on his floor, leaning his back against the side of his bed. Borrican threw himself into the
reading chair, which was identical to the one the Academy provided for all the resident students. 
“So,” Borrican started. “What do you think?” Aaron forced his eyes open. 
“Of what?” he asked. 
“The Princess, you numbskull.” Borrican laughed. “What do you think of her?” 
“She seemed nice?” Aaron said, not sure whether it was appropriate to voice any other kind of
opinion about someone who would be his future queen. Borrican, on the other hand, as a Crown Prince of
Kandara could have any opinion he wanted to about the girl. 
“Nice?” Borrican looked around for something to throw. Finding nothing, he threw his head back
and stared at the ceiling. “Nice! She’s gorgeous! A waking dream! Are you telling me you didn’t find her
completely stunning?” Aaron could tell the Borrican was clearly infatuated with Ariana. 
“Of course, she’s very beautiful,” Aaron agreed, “but she's a royal. Who am I to think of her in that
way?” 
“I didn't say to think of her in that way,” Borrican teased. “I just asked what you thought of her. You
are allowed to have an opinion. You know her mother was Elven.” 
“Really?” Aaron was surprised. He had read all the histories of Maramyr and there was no mention
of Queen Alia's ancestry except that she had been a princess of a noble house. 
“Nobody talks about it, and you would never know it to look at her, but Ariana is half-elf,” 
Borrican told him. “I heard it was more of a scandal among the elves and Ariana's mother was banished
for marrying King Gregor.” 
“Have you ever met an elf?” Aaron asked. 
“Once,” Borrican said. “When I was young, a delegation came from Elvanar to Kandara to visit my
father. I was very young at the time but they wanted me to attend for some reason. I'm glad I did, too. 
Interesting people. Mysterious too. And beautiful.” 
“Why doesn't the princess look different?” Aaron asked. 
“She does,” Borrican said. “But not different enough that anyone would notice, except the elves. 
Apparently, when elves and humans marry, their children end up looking mostly like humans. I'm not sure
why. That's just the way it is, but if you look carefully, you can see a little bit of the Elven in her.” 
The princess was perhaps one of the most beautiful young women Aaron had ever seen and he could
easily understand Borrican’s feelings about her. Ariana was not only beautiful but, after their visit to
Calthas' shop where she proved she could also be infernally difficult and even aggressive, for the rest of the day she had shown herself to be both charming and possessed of the most irreverent sense of humor. 
Some of the jokes she had told would have put half the young men in the Academy to shame. But while
Aaron was grateful for the privilege of having met the princess, he had still not gotten over what he had learned this day. The questions that had arisen from his encounter with Ariana's mage friend still
dominated his mind. 
“You’re not still sore over that stuff with the wizard guy, Calthas, are you?” Borrican asked. “I
admit it was a little impolite, but if people are making threats on her life, you know she’s got to be
careful.” 
"I don't blame the princess," Aaron said. "Her life must be very complicated." 
"Ha!" Borrican laughed. "Welcome to the world of politics, my friend." 
Borrican reached into his pocket and pulled out a flask that he had held in reserve until now. At
every tavern they had visited that day and evening, Borrican had drained several draughts of ale at least and Aaron was amazed at his friend’s ability to drink as much as he did and still function. Borrican took a swig and held it out, offering it to Aaron who shook his head. 
“Hey Aaron, all that stuff about you being a mage. That’s some pretty serious stuff. Tell me, 
honestly. You knew already, didn’t you?” Borrican squinted at his friend as if trying to read his mind. 
“No. I didn’t know,” Aaron told him. “I still don’t know. I have never had anything to do with
magic and any time I'm even near it, all it does is give me trouble.” 
"Well, Aaron, you've got power and it is something you're going to have to figure out, learn to
control it or it will control you,” Borrican told him then took another drink. 
The question had been circling in Aaron’s mind all evening, making it hard to enjoy the night’s
festivities. He had done his best and joked with his companions but had suspected that Ariana could see
through his weak performance of good cheer. He looked over at Borrican who was again staring at the
ceiling, shaking his head. His friend seemed more willing to let such things go. He did not treat Aaron any different than before except that he was more curious about it than anything. 
“You should have seen it, Aaron. When Calthas started working that seeing spell or whatever it
was, your eyes went completely black, but not black, like there were stars in them. It was like looking at forever. Pretty weird stuff.” Borrican rubbed his own eyes. He had known a few mages before and he had
suspected for a while that Ariana had some powers but he had been surprised to find out that his friend
Aaron was a mage and did not even know it. Borrican liked the other young man and had truly come to
think of him as a friend. But the more he learned about Aaron, the more he turned out to be a mystery
“You, my friend, are full of surprises.” he said with a smile then promptly passed out in his chair. 
Aaron sat for a time, wondering if Borrican was really asleep, but his question was quickly
answered by a deep rumbling snore that emanated from the drunken prince. Borrican was out cold. Aaron
watched the sky outside his window begin to fade to that dark blue-grey of early morning and knew that
both he and Borrican would have to leave soon for roll-call. He figured that he might as well stay up, lest he sleep through and sneaking back into the Academy after hours be for naught. 
Aaron got up from his seat on the floor and with water from the basin, he splashed some of the
tiredness, as well as the remains of the soot and dust from the day and night of revelry, from his face. On the shelf above his desk, he saw his copy of the book he had seen in the mage Calthas’ study. It had no
title on the cover, just a symbol he knew to mean 'One' and he understood why it was named. He pulled it
from the shelf and looked at it. He wondered at what Calthas had said about the book taking over a
mage’s mind. 
If Calthas was right and Aaron truly did have some ability with magic, even though it was locked
away from him, he should probably not be able to look at the strange book. For some reason, the ever-
shifting images did not seem to affect him and he did not feel any overwhelming urge to join the
Priesthood and start wearing black. If anything, he disliked them even more. 
The idea that someone would use power, of any kind let alone magic, to compel people to believe
in something or to submit to their will was abhorrent to him. It was against everything he had learned from Tarnath and from his life thus far. People lived their lives. They chose what to believe in and what to do with their time, whether they wanted to plant barley in a field or wheat, or if they wanted to learn smithing or swordsmanship. 
He tucked the book into his belt under his shirt and decided he would ask Anonymous about it later. 
Aaron set about rousing his friend, Borrican, the Royal Prince of Kandara. He wondered at this feeling of being so very far removed from the life he had known, so very far away now from the little cottage in the woods near Ashford. 
CHAPTER TEN
A silent figure in a grey hooded cloak appeared on the path before the remains of the tiny cottage. 
Some villagers had told him where to look but it appeared that he was too late. Stavros bent his old bones to one knee where the signs of battle were all but faded and ground the dust between his fingers. He
wandered through charred frame of the structure. It had been burned clear through and its roof had fallen in and what had not been scoured by the wind lay under a bed of dust and ash. He found what looked like
a bed frame in one of the rooms and saw that it had been pushed aside. What looked to be a trap door had
been left open. It was empty. 
He wandered outside again and breathed in deeply, the scent of the trees, the dust, the grass, the
rabbit picking its way through the underbrush nearby. He reached out with the tiniest amount f his power, stretching his senses even further, hearing the wings of a sparrow beat the air, a centipede crawling upon the forest floor and termites busily feasting on a fallen log. He felt himself drawn into the woods. A short way in, near a large rock he found the two burial mounds, set behind a rock near a large oak tree. Weeds
and grass had already begun to grow among the stones. 
The old grey mage Stavros stood over those mounds for a long time, sinking into a deep state of
meditative contemplation. The sun had long set on that grey autumn day and the wind blew cold in the
night when the man finally awoke from his mournful reverie and turned to leave. As he walked silently
through the paper rustle of the turning leaves, behind him, the scent of flowers filled the air. The two
mounds were now covered with flowers and wild vines growing where the old man’s tears had fallen to
the dry ground. 


*****
“Two questions,” Aaron said as he appeared through the stone wall. Anonymous looked up from a
scroll, pleased to see his young friend come for a visit. 
“Aaron,” the ancient mage greeted him with a smile but quickly noticed from Aaron's expression
that he was about serious business this day. He pushed the scroll to the side and turned his attention to the young man. “What would you like to ask?” 
He noticed Aaron held a book in his hand and something about it was familiar. 
“This book.” Aaron held the book out to him. “Do you know it?” Anonymous smiled, rising and
taking the bound volume. He did indeed. This was a book he had not seen in some time. Where had the
boy gotten it, he wondered? Anonymous flipped it open and watched as the pages shifted with the intricate spells that had been woven magically into its pages. Aaron’s brow creased with concern. 
“Worry not, young friend. This book’s power has no effect on me,” he told him. “Where did you get
it?” he asked. 
“I don’t know. I’ve always had it. But what about this book. What does it do?” Aaron asked him. 
“I’ve heard the Priesthood use it.” Anonymous took a deep breath and sat again in his chair. 
“Yes, I have heard that they do, though the one they use is a copy of the original.” Anonymous said. 
“It is a very powerful thing, this book. Did you know that there are actually five true, original copies of it in existence? This is one of them. It is strange to me that you would have this. Have you read it?” Aaron frowned. 
“I have opened it, yes. But there are no words. Only images, as if from a dream.” Aaron told him. 
He wondered whether he had been affected by the book the way that Calthas had said all mages would be. 
“I’ve heard that the Priesthood uses it to turn mages into their followers. Is it true? Can a book have that kind of power?” he asked. Anonymous smiled. 
“You are all questions today, young Aaron. Very well. All books have power. It’s just a question of
how that power works.” He held up the book. “This one, is a kind of window, to the mind. It is like a
connection from the reader's mind to the thoughts and will of the one who hold the master copy, in this
case, the book's master is a god.” Anonymous explained as he turned the pages. He had not gazed into this book in many years and wondered about the images he saw. “So yes, to answer your first question, yes, I
know this book. Can a book have the kind of power you describe? I ask you then, can a god have that kind
of power?" Aaron walked over to the table next to Anonymous. 
“A god?” Aaron asked, somewhat in disbelief . “How can a book connect to the mind of a god?" 
"Magic," Anonymous said cryptically. 
Aaron was not satisfied with the answer. He wanted to understand why he could also read the book, 
but Anonymous' recognition of the book had been something of a surprise and Aaron's curiosity was now
piqued. 
"Why doesn’t the book have any power over you? It is supposed to affect mages.” 
Anonymous laughed and held the book out to Aaron. 
“The book doesn’t affect me because the pen that scribed it was my own, in a manner of speaking. 
What is your next question?” 
Aaron sat back in his chair. He did not know what to think. Anonymous claimed to have written the
book the Priesthood was using to control the minds and wills of its mages. It did not make sense, 
especially considering that no one was supposed to be able to read anything Anonymous had written. 
Aaron wondered about that. He wondered if the mysterious mage had been entirely truthful. 
“There’s something you’re not telling me.” Aaron said. 
“There are many things I am not telling you,” said the mysterious mage. 
“You told me no one could read anything you had written, except me for some reason, and yet the
Priesthood has been using your book to control mages. How is it possible?” Aaron asked. 
Anonymous sighed. 
“I never said I wrote this book. Aaron, you need to ask the right questions, then you will have much
better luck in find the right answers. To satisfy your inquiry, I will say this: yes, it was my pen and my magic that fashioned its pages, but I never wrote it. I would never write a book such as this one. Even the small part I played in bringing that book into existence is one of the greatest regrets in my undeservedly long life.” Aaron had not taken the book from his hand, so the ancient mage placed it on the table between them. 
“This book you have is not so much a copy as it is an original, one of five originals. It was part of
an investigation I had made into knowledge, creating books that could connect with the mind and the
spirit. How interesting would it be to be able to read someone, like an open book, just like the expression I have heard some people use. That was my purpose but despite my best efforts to prevent their misuse, 
these books have been used for another purpose entirely by one who would do such a thing. These Mage
Priests, as they call themselves, have built a religion around this book, a powerful religion, one that
serves a purpose, the purpose of the god they worship. 
"What god is that?" Aaron asked. "The temples of the five have been empty for years. Is it one of them?" 
"That, I cannot say," Anonymous told him. "I am not able to speak of the gods, of any deities. I can think the thoughts, but I cannot put them into words, even when speaking to you. Such is my curse." 
"Then the book is the answer. You said there were five books, but I have one of them. Is there some
way to use my copy to stop what they are doing?" 
"Not exactly. But it might be possible, were certain things to happen. You would need all the
books." 
"And the Priesthood has the others," Aaron said. 
I believe they have three copies of the book. The other is rumored to be somewhere in the east, 
Xalla I believe. And the last copy, one that somehow found its way into your possession, is now sitting
right in front of me.” 
“But how does it work?” Aaron asked him, his curiosity now piqued. If there was a way to stop the
Priesthood, then things would be safer for the princess and for Calthas. “A mage told me that the book can control people’s minds, that it turns people into fanatics. Is it because of this god or whoever is
controlling it? Why did it not affect me?” 
Anonymous smiled tiredly and held up his hand. 
“One question at a time, please. How the book works is simple. Imagine how powerful it would be
to see a god or feel a god’s touch, how it would transform a person. In a lesser form, that is how the book works. It leaves a person awed by the mystery of the god who commanded its creation. However, the
person who holds the book also has power, the power to direct the will of the reader. Once a person's
mind has been made, shall we say, pliable by the book, then it is very easy to put that person under the
deepest of compulsions,” Anonymous explained. 
“But why does it not affect me?” Aaron asked. Anonymous smiled. 
“For starters, you have your own copy and no one is trying to ensorcel you with it, except of course, 
the one whose mind it reveals, but from what I can tell of you, you are protected from such things. Things might be different were you to be shown one of the other copies, although perhaps not. You are a mystery, Aaron, regardless of the book. My curse has prevented anyone, even the gods themselves, from seeing or
sensing me, or anything to do with me for nearly a millenium now. Then, as if out of nowhere, you come
along and as though it is no great feat, you can stare right at me. Granted, there are those who might be powerful either in will or in spirit to be able to resist the pull of the book’s power. But you seem to be completely immune to it. That, I cannot explain. What I can say is this, that those who are able to resist the book are the only ones who can oppose the Priesthood and perhaps even destroy the books.” 
“Destroy the books? What would happen then?” Aaron asked. Anonymous shrugged. 
“Again, I cannot say, but it is interesting that I could say what I just did. It seems there might be a
way for me to tell you certain things if I change my purpose in saying them," the mage mused. "As for your question, the future is not in my purview. I would imagine that the Priesthood would crumble. The magic
of the book would be lost to them. They would retain the knowledge they have gained through their use of
the book, but that is all. However, part of the book’s magic is that it takes power from those who fall
under its spell. The recipient would retain that power." Anonymous paused again. "Interesting. If I speak in theoretical terms, it appears I am less bound by my curse. This is something I will have to reflect upon further." 
Aaron thought about what Anonymous had just told him about the book. He wondered why he had
not felt any of the things that Anonymous or Calthas had described when he himself had opened it. He did
not feel any weaker, nor did he feel as though he were enthralled to some kind of higher being. 
“You said that the book, these books, were created for a god, but you're not allowed to say which
god?” 
Anonymous sighed. 
“The books were not created for any one god in particular," Anonymous told him. "But it appears the books are connected to one in particular. It would be safe to assume that this so-called one god of the Priesthood might be connected to the five in some way. I know my words are unclear, but that is all I can say on the matter." 


*****
The next morning, Aaron awoke early, setting out across the city on horseback, taking advantage of
the little bit of free time he had, hoping to learn more about the book. He felt the book’s slender bulk jab into his side where it was tucked into his belt beneath his cloak, reminding him of its presence with every hoof beat. It made sense that people would be so enthralled by what it contained. What could be more
inspiring than direct divine revelation, particularly if there were also some power at work effecting a
spell upon the reader. It was magic, and there was a design to it. Anonymous, had said there were five
books, and there were five gods that Aaron knew of. As much as the mysterious mage was prevented from
saying more on the subject, it only made sense that one of the five gods was somehow involved with the
Priesthood. 
He wished Anonymous could have told him more, and Aaron knew that the mage knew more than he
could tell him. The way the ancient mage spoke of the gods almost casually, as though they were mere
people, made Aaron wonder. Anonymous had told him that it was his mission in life to learn everything
he could, to discover secrets and chronicle them in his spidery hand. Aaron wondered how long the
mysterious mage had been at this task, and if he had done things to warrant being cursed by the gods
themselves, he surely had some contact with them. 
Aaron had wondered whether he should tell Anonymous what Calthas had discovered about the
ward, or whatever it was He had not felt comfortable since Calthas had told him about the ward and the
magic and was not sure whom he should trust. Magic had always made Aaron uneasy and moreso now
that he could not escape it. As much as he had wanted to, he had not asked Anonymous about the ward that
the mage Calthas had found on Aaron’s mind. While he and Anonymous had become companions of a sort, 
Aaron did not entirely trust him yet. It had occurred to him that Anonymous must have done something
more terrible than he let on to have been so cursed by the gods. He rounded a corner onto the quiet street that ran to the center of the temple district. 
Aaron did not know what he hoped to discover among the many temples but he hoped it would not
take too long. He had ridden out early, claiming that he had to deliver a personal message to Lord Carlis. 
He would have to be back before mid-day because he and a number of the students from the academy
were scheduled to ride out of the city later that day. 
Aaron had heard from Borrican that Queen Calexis herself planned to visit Maramyr. Regent-King
Cerric was planning a Royal Banquet in the Queen’s honour, he was also fortifying the Maramyrian army
and building up the defences of the kingdom. Cerric had called for teams of scouts and rangers to conduct exercises in the countryside around the capital city as well as in the outlying regions as a show of force to the citizenry across the land. The presence of Royal Army regiments in the cities and across the land was to serve as a reminder to those who might break the peace. It was in preparation for a royal visit that had been requested by the Xallans, a political event that, as far as anyone knew, had never happened between
the two kingdoms. 
To that end, the Academy Captains had decided that it was a perfect opportunity to train their
students on scouting and ranger techniques. Aaron looked forward to spending some time outside the city, 
but first he had to satisfy his own curiosity about his conversation with Anonymous. The trip outside the city suited Aaron's purpose further as the students from the Academy who had been selected to go had
been issued uniforms of the Maramyrian guard, that anyone they might encounter outside the city would
not recognize them as trainees. Aaron pulled his black and grey cloak over his leather armor and made
sure the red and gold band on his arm was properly affixed as he neared his destination. 
The street widened out sharply into a large square that was faced on all sides by countless temples
to different deities. Smaller booths and stalls scattered around the square that were painted many colors and decorated with countless differing designs and motifs were empty. The only activity in the square was at the center where workmen were erecting a new temple about which Aaron had heard. It was being built
by the Priesthood, to be a place where they would worship their one faith and their One Book. Aaron
better understood why the Priesthood had named the book as they had once Anonymous had explained that
all the books like the one Aaron carried beneath his cloak were identical. It made sense in a way that the books were, in essence, all one, as reflections of the mind of the same god. Aaron looked at all the
temples gathered around the square and wondered which of the many gods represented there was the one
that had inspired the new religion. As he dismounted and tied off his horse to one of the empty booths, a black-robe approached. 
“Young sir, what assistance may we humble priests be to you this day?” he asked. The man seemed
genuine though Aaron detected the look of a believer behind the man’s eyes. 
“I have been sent from the armory to make a survey as to how the grounds surrounding the new
temple might be better fortified and protected against unbelievers. I am to survey the surrounding temples to ensure that they will not present a risk to the safety of the true believers.” Aaron lied to him. The mage-priest smiled. 
“We of the Priesthood are quite capable of protecting ourselves,” the black robe said. "But we
appreciate the concern for our many followers. What is your name young sir, that I may commend you and
your superiors for offering such help?” 
“Reynald, your grace. Corporal Reynald. I am with commander Halson’s unit of engineers.” Aaron
told him, making up names as he went along. He remembered there being a commander Kelson in the
engineering core and hoped there was no Halson anywhere in Maramyr in the event that someone checked
up on his story later. The black robe nodded. The names sounded real enough. 
“Very good then. Please convey the thanks of the Priesthood to your Commander Halson. I hope to
see you at the inauguration of the temple once the building is complete, Corporal Reynald.” 
Aaron smiled and said that he looked forward to it then set off to explore the various temples
around the square. He skipped the smaller ones in the center, seeing on some of them pictures of animals
and natural phenomena. He had heard that in addition to the major deities, some people worshipped
various lesser gods who were believed to manifest themselves through the natural world as animals or
even trees and plants. Aaron hoped that if those lesser gods actually existed, they would not be offended as he left the small booths behind for the first of the larger temples. 
Even though his experiences had been predominantly limited to the Academy, the people of
Maramyr had not struck Aaron as overly pious in their daily lives. When he was a boy he had witnessed a
few parades in the small town of Ashford where some people had persisted in celebrating holy days of
the old gods but ever since Cerric had proclaimed the Priesthood and their One God to be the true faith of the kingdom, the clerics of the old gods had ceased any public activities for fear of being arrested and put to death for heresy. 
Aaron opened the door to the temple of the god Kroma, god of Valor, who was also known as the
god of Courage and Virtue. He had once been a popular god among some of the knights and officers who
believed that the god rewarded good deeds and preserved those who strived for greatness. They would
say a prayer to Kroma, hoping that he would give them reprieve from the world of death or, should they
fall in battle, that he would then conduct them to a heroes’ paradise in the afterlife. Inside the foyer was a large statue of a knight in armor with his visor open and his sword raised. Sunlight filtered from the glass windows of the dome above and shone on the statue, creating an uplifting scene for all entering the temple during daylight. Aaron walked around the stone representation and into the temple itself, thinking how
belief in such a god would encourage people to acts of greatness. 
The hall was quiet and seemed to have been undisturbed as of late. A thin layer of dust had settled
on the hard benches and the great stone dais at the end of the hall. Aaron walked to the center and noticed that there was a door on one side of the hall. He went to the door and pushed it gently and it swung easily open. Aaron ventured through the short passageway and, opening another door, entered another hall, 
similar to that in the temple of Kroma. 
He looked back to where the entrance should be and saw a large statue, this time of a woman, 
holding her hand up, faced away from Aaron toward the entrance to the temple. Though Aaron could not
see the statue from where he stood, he knew that she represented Wisdom, Knowledge and Truth and her
image was once commonly used to mark coins. Now the likenesses of nobles were more commonly found
on Maramyrian crowns. Of course, Aaron remembered her name. She was the goddess Mara for whom
the kingdom had been named. Her temple too was empty. He saw another door and realized that all the
temples were connected to each other this way. He decided to try the next one. 
Aaron could not figure out how the temples had been designed, but even though he felt like he had
walked in a straight line, he knew that he should have turned a corner somewhere since the last few
temples’ entrances were on the adjacent side of the square from the side where he had started. It did not make sense, but Aaron knew that he had gone halfway around the square without turning any corners. 
Aaron opened another passage that led him to a room that was totally dark. He knew without seeing
that he was in the temple of Kenra, the god of Chaos and Destruction, who many called the god of
Darkness, Death, and Lies. He felt his way across the temple floor and opened the passage to the next
temple, spilling light from it into the dark temple. He turned back and saw that the temple of the dark god had no statue like the others nor did it have any kind of altar or raised area where a priest might conduct a ceremony. The dim light that filtered back into Kenra’s temple illuminated the floor and there, Aaron saw embedded into the floor at the center of the hall a great seal patterned with a swirl or a vortex. It hurt his eyes to look at it for too long and he quickly turned back to his path and walked into the bright light of the next hall. 
He found himself in the temple of a god he knew a little better. Stroma was known as the god of
Time and also considered the god of Light and Order. Many of the books Aaron had read claimed Stroma
was one of the oldest of the gods. When Aaron entered the god of Light’s temple, he saw that the entire
ceiling of the temple was made of glass and parts of it were made of painted fragments shaped to show
scenes of clouds and bright fire. Like the last temple, the entrance did not have a statue in it and, on the floor, where in Kenra’s temple there had been the depiction of a vortex, there was embedded a bolt of
lightening. It was made of what looked to be some kind of white stone Aaron did not recognize and it
reflected different colored patterns from the light above. Aaron felts as though there had once been great joy in the great hall though there was now only an echo from the empty sky that shone light in from above. 
He noticed that the dust had been disturbed in some places and suspected that there were perhaps a few of Stroma’s followers still brave enough to visit their god. 
He waited in Stroma’s temple for a while, trying to decide whether he should give up his search. 
He did not know what it was that he was looking for, but he hoped that something in the temples would
remind him of what he saw in the book that he carried, the book that the priesthood worshipped so
fervently. Discouraged that Stroma’s temple did not reveal any answers, Aaron realized he was running
out of time and that he should probably return to the Academy soon. He could see by the light through the glass-paned ceiling overhead that it would be midday soon. There was only one more major temple to
explore, but he would have to hurry. Aaron opened the door that would lead him to the next temple. 
A few moments later, Aaron found himself in the temple of the Lady. Aaron had read a lot about the
Lady. There were many more books still available about the goddess since the seafaring people of Aghlar
to the south still worshipped her in great numbers. Still, despite the many mentions of her, he had never come across any reference to her having a name like the other gods. Aaron felt sure that the Lady must
have a name and for some reason even felt somehow that he should know it. The Lady was thought by
some to be the oldest of the gods and by others to be the youngest, an ongoing debate among theologians
down through the ages. They all agreed, however, that she was the goddess of Nature, of Life and Luck. 
Some believed that she brought luck to those who worshipped her and everyone from thieves and pirates
to a soldier in battle would whisper a prayer to the Lady when they felt unsure of what lay ahead. Many
women believed that she was also responsible for fertility and all things of beauty and would say a prayer to their Lady goddess every night that they would awake looking fresh and beautiful as a young flower. 
Aaron noticed that, much like the temples of Stroma and Kenra, this temple also did not have a
statue at its entrance. And, unlike the other two, there was no seal embedded in the center of the floor. 
Instead, there was a small fountain and a pool in which the water ran cheerfully under the soft light
filtering through the frosted glass ceiling above. Surprised by the noise of the water, it took a moment
before Aaron noticed a young woman sitting on the stone edge of the pool. He stood motionless as he
watched the beautiful maiden picking the petals from a flower and tossing them into the waters of the
pool. She turned her head and looked directly at Aaron and she smiled. 
Aaron took a step towards her and his foot slipped on something, causing him to stumble. When he
looked up, the woman was gone and the fountain was still and covered in dust, its waters having dried up
long ago. He reached down to the floor and felt for what he had slipped on. His fingers found the small
object and brought it up to his eyes. It was a ring, too small for most men, but one that would fit nicely on the hand of a lady. A simple band, it looked like a marriage ring except that it was made of a kind of gold that felt much harder and shone more brightly than usual. He did not sense any magic to the ring, not that he would know how to sense such a thing, but it certainly did not make his head hurt and there was even
something a bit soothing about the coolness of the metal as he touched it. He tried it on his smallest finger and, though it felt snug at first, it slid past his knuckle and rested comfortably on his hand. In fact, it was so light, Aaron could barely feel it on his finger at all. 
He stared at the fountain again and walked around it several times, wondering whether he had been
dreaming or if some magic had been at work. The pool had long since dried out, but Aaron noticed that at
the bottom were dried petals of the same flower the woman had been casting into the water. He reached
down to pick one up and get a better look but it fell to dust at his touch. He got the impression that he would find nothing more here and he knew that if he did not leave soon, he would be late. 
Aaron slipped out of the door of the Lady’s temple and made his way back to the booth where he
had tied his horse. The black-robed priest glanced at him as he passed but was busy talking to a man who
looked like one of the builders and he let Aaron pass without another conversation. Aaron smiled and
waved at him anyway as he mounted his horse and left. 
Shortly after Aaron rode out of the temple square, the black robed mage-priest had completely
forgotten that a young guard from the city had been by. He remembered having thought something about the
safety of the common people coming to worship at the temple but decided that it was a problem for the
city guards. He had bigger things to attend to and the builders could not seem to follow even the simplest instructions. He rubbed his eyes to try and clear his head. The mage-priest tasked with overseeing the
work had not slept for more days than he could remember. All he knew for sure was that this temple
would be perfect, even if he had to work himself to death to make it so. 


*****
Ehlena Valamyr, niece to the Duchess Elaine Valamyr, watched from her hidden vantage point on a
quiet side street as her friend Aaron rode away from the temple square. When she had seen him exit from
the temple of the Lady, she had wanted to call out to him but would have risked attracting the attention of the black robed mage-priests, many of whom were constantly lurking around the area. She would have
had a hard time explaining what she, a young noblewoman, was doing visiting the temples of the old gods
and risked being recruited by the Priesthood. She had heard about how they had become more and more
aggressive in their crusade for new converts and it was risky to be seen in the temple district. Nowadays, not even the few remaining clerics who still believed in the old gods dared be seen near the temples, let alone tend to their duties. Most of them remained disguised in common clothes, forsaking the trappings of their faith, fearful that they might be singled out by the priesthood and arrested for heresy. 
Ehlena had heard rumors that many of the priests and clerics who once lived and worshiped at the
temples had been converted by the mage-priests. Many of the priests and clerics had magical powers but
had chosen to follow divinity rather than the secular pursuits of magic. Ehlena knew all about the power
of the Priesthood and their special book and had heard about how it could influence people, especially
those with magic. 
She had been very young when one of the local clerics at Aghlar had sensed that Ehlena might have
some talent for magic. He had claimed that her aptitude was of a more empathic and spiritual nature than
the kind of magic the mages wielded and that such power often manifested at an earlier age. He could not
be certain until she was older and her talent matured further but he did, recommend that Ehlena begin to
think about which gods she favored, that she might consider taking instruction in the ways of the divines whether she eventually chose to follow a life as a cleric or not. 
Still very young at the time, Ehlena had thought the old cleric silly for believing such things, but one
afternoon, out of curiosity more than anything and perhaps a small part sorrow, she did visit a temple in Aghlar. It was several days after her mother’s death and, despite having the entire royal household at her disposal and plenty of people who cared about her, Ehlena had felt lost and alone in the bustling city. One of the places her mother had wished to go in her last days was to the temple of the Lady and, one morning when Ehlena had been out aimlessly wandering the city of Aghlar, she found herself wandering into a
place that she recognized as being the temple of the Lady. 
Aghlar was different from Maramyr in that the temples were not all clustered together in one place. 
The place she encountered that day was not so much a building as a series of archways and structures, 
some of them with vaulted roofs and others open to the sky above, surrounded by gardens that ran through
the entirety of the grounds, both inside and out. Its smooth columns and delicate ornamentation of leaves and flowers carved into the stone structures were both impressive and subtle and Ehlena marvelled at the
combination of nature and architecture. Ehlena wandered through the grounds and found herself exploring
marble hallways and courtyards that could only be described as elaborate gardens. The smell of flowers
permeated the air and a gentle warm light filtered in from the many high windows and open air spaces. 
At the center of the grounds, Ehlena discovered a beautiful garden with a pool and fountain
surrounded by all manner of flowers and vines. As Ehlena drew closer to the fountain, she had realized
that she was not alone and the feeling of loss that had left her empty since her mother’s death faded and turned to a kind of contented joy. That was when she met the Lady. 
For all her wandering through the temple grounds, Ehlena had not seen another soul save for one
woman who she found tending the flowers by the fountain. Ehlena watched as the woman rearranged
flowers and vines so they could get more light while she hummed an elusive but pretty song that followed
no particular tune. Something about the woman's movements were graceful and deliberate yet seemingly
random. Ehlena watched as the woman cut flowers from stalks and vines, gently tossing their petals to the ground and into the water of the fountain. She watched as the woman knelt upon the earth, trimmed shoots
and stems, then nestled the cuttings in damp soil. It was some time before Ehlena realized that the woman was naked except for a razor-sharp silver knife she held in her hand and used for her gardening work. 
Startled by this discovery and worrying that she might have ventured into someone's private space, Ehlena took a step back and the woman turned to look at her. 
Ehlena had felt like she should apologize for the intrusion, but the woman just smiled at her then
stood, turning to look at her. There was something full-bodied and at the same time delicate about the
woman. She was not typically beautiful in the overly-taut or voluptuously vulgar way that would attract
men's eyes on the city streets but she was somehow much more beautiful than that, her body drawing the
eye along every curve. The woman held the knife out to Ehlena, her fingers holding it by the blade, 
offering her the handle and she smiled at her as the young girl took a tentative step forward. Ehlena took the knife and then joined the woman as she crouched down and demonstrated what she had been doing. 
Ehlena quickly became engrossed in the task and even forgot that she was in a temple. After a while, she
heard several voices approach and she looked up to see several women she recognized from the city. 
They had come to make their offerings to the lady. 
Ehlena watched as they each walked up to the fountain and plucked several petals from the flowers
that grew along the vines and tossed them into the water, each with a determined look on her face as
though concentrating on a wish. As quickly as they came, with hushed whispers, they departed again and
Ehlena wondered what it had been for which each of the women had wished. She thought about asking the
woman and turned to find that she was gone. In her own hand, Ehlena found she still had the silver blade
the woman had given her. 
Upon closer inspection, she realized that the blade was of exquisite crafting, its edge razor sharp
and its surfaces decorated with the most subtle tracings of flowers and vines not unlike those that grew by the fountain. She recognized the flowers from somewhere else too and remembered the pendant she wore
under her blouse, a gift from her mother just before she had died. Ehlena took out the pendant and
recognized the flower and noticed that it was made of the same metal as the knife she held in her hand. 
Her mother had told her the pendant had been a gift from the Lady and that it was made of silvergold, a
blessed metal that only the gods could make. 
Realizing that the knife was probably very valuable and determined to return it to its rightful owner, 
Ehlena searched the entire garden and even went outside to the temple grounds to see if she could find
someone who knew where to find the woman, but Ehlena was the only one there. She did not want to
leave the knife in the temple for anyone to take so she decided she would keep care of it and come back
the following day. 
The next day, when she returned, she found the temple empty again and noticed that the flowers and
vines had grown quite a bit overnight and that some of them needed tending. Resolving to wait, she used
the knife to trim the leaves and vines, cutting away some of the old growth to make room for the new. She watered the cuttings the woman had made the day before and saw that they were already beginning to take
root. At some point, she looked up and noticed the woman standing by the fountain, watching her. Her first thought was that she should return the knife, but the woman smiled at her so warmly and nodded in
approval of the work she had been doing and, for some reason, Ehlena felt she should finish her task first. 
By the time she had finished, the woman was gone again. 
The following day, she returned once more, this time determined to give the knife to the woman
without getting distracted. She waited by the fountain, endeavoring not to get caught up in the task of
gardening, even though she noticed little things that needed doing and it pained her to ignore them. It
seemed like she had waited an eternity and the woman had not yet returned so Ehlena finally broke her
resolve and began tending to the garden once again. It was then that the Lady spoke to her. 
"Why did you wait?" asked a voice that was soft and gentle yet at the same time deep and
resounding. Ehlena looked up to see the woman sitting at the edge of the fountain, tentatively touching her toes in the water. Ehlena rose from where she had been working and approached the woman. 
"You are here," Ehlena said. The woman smiled. 
"I am always here," she said. 
"I came looking for you." 
"And have you found what it is that you seek?" 
"What I seek? I seek nothing. I just wanted to give your knife back." 
The woman's eyes shifted to the knife in Ehlena's hand. Ehlena looked at it as well and noticed that
her fingers were clean and fresh as though she had just bathed, not covered in dirt as though she had
moments ago been working in a garden. 
"It is yours now," the woman told her. "You may keep it until it is needed by another." 
"But, it belongs to you," Ehlena said. "What will you use when you come to tend the garden?" 
"It is my garden. It is for you," the woman said as though the meaning of her words made perfect sense. 
Ehlena stared at the woman for a moment as she touched her toes in the water at the fountain's edge, 
making little ripples that quickly disappeared across the surface of the pool. She watched as flower petals gently fell to land in the water and trailed around like tiny boats on a calm sea. 
"Sit with me, Ehlena," the woman said. "There is much we might share." 
Ehlena did not know how she had known her name, but she began to understand that she was not just
the woman who tended to the garden. She was not some priestess of the temple. Ehlena soon came to
learn that this was the Lady herself, or at least some part of the goddess who had chosen to speak with
her. Upon making this realization, Ehlena was filled with joy and love in a way that she had not felt since her mother had died. She felt contented here, at peace. 
Nearly every day for many months, Ehlena had visited the temple. There was always some work to
be done in the garden and some days she would work alone while on other days the Lady would
accompany her. On those days they would sometimes talk and Ehlena discovered that the Lady knew a lot
about her. She had known her mother as well and shared stories with her about the prayers her mother had
said on Ehlena's behalf, when she was but a young girl. Much time passed and Ehlena found as many
excuses as she could to delay her departure from Aghlar, not wanting to leave for Maramyr, especially
considering the religious ban Cerric had decreed. As the day neared when she was to leave Aghlar, 
Ehlena thought about simply refusing to go, but the Lady told her that she could not, that she had important things to do in the world, and that she would have to return to Maramyr to help when the darkness came. 
It was grudgingly she had left and now, after traveling a great distance and seeing the horrors of
battle up close, Ehlena had found herself in Maramyr, the ward of her aunt Elaine. The first thing Elaine had done after her arrival was to send her out to her country estate where Ehlena was to recover from the ordeals of her trip. However, Lady Valamyr quickly learned that Ehlena had weathered that experience
without any trouble and requested that she be permitted to return to the city. Shortly after her return to Maramyr, Ehlena had visited the temple of the Lady and discovered that it, like the temples of the other
gods had fallen into sad disrepair. It angered her that the Regent-King Cerric had given such preference to the Priesthood and she vowed to do what she could to tend to the temple of the Lady even if all she could do was visit from time to time. 
Satisfied that she remained unseen, Ehlena ducked out of the side street and through the door of an
empty building that had been abandoned when the temples had been closed. It had been a flower shop of
some kind and various tables still held remnants of dried plants and flowers. Ehlena found her way to a
back room and pressed on an empty bookshelf and a door swung open. Behind it was a set of stairs that
led to a passage that ran under the square to the temple of the Lady. It was dark in the tunnel but Ehlena did not need a torch to see. The roots and vines that poked through the walls gave off a faint light that allowed her to find her way. 
After a short distance, another staircase led up to a heavy stone panel with a small slit at its side. 
Ehlena took out the ornate silver knife she carried and slid it inside. There was a faint but audible sound and with a low rumbling, the stone panel slid outward revealing the interior of the temple. Ehlena walked over to the fountain and touched one of the stones that made up the short wall surrounding the pool and the secret passage closed again. While closing the door would cut off her exit if anyone discovered her here, she decided it would be better if she just told them she had wandered in through the front door. 
She looked around, saddened by the desolation of the vast chamber, seeing the lifeless stalks of
plants and flowers that had once flourished here. The afternoon sun shone in through the many glass
windows placed high upon the walls of the temple. Ehlena sat by the empty fountain and wondered what
Aaron was doing in the temple of the Lady. She hoped he was happ here in the city. Lord Carlis, who had
become a friend and something of an ally of hers when dealing with her aunt, had given her updates saying that Aaron was applying himself to his training and had quickly earned the respect of his teachers. For
that, she was glad, but she longed to spend some time with him. 
Growing up in Aghlar, Ehlena had met plenty of boys and none of them affected her in the way
Aaron had. He was different, simpler perhaps than the young men she had met, but in a way that was no
less intelligent. Something about him was so honest and genuine and she saw a nobility in him that did not come from being nobly born or any amount of grooming or training in etiquette. Her aunt Elaine was
already talking of introducing Ehlena to the many young men who might make for good suitors, and Ehlena
was doing her best to humor the woman, but her thoughts always returned to Aaron. She did not care that
he was a commoner. She cared instead that he might be of a true heart and kind and wished that she could
have spent more time getting to know him. 
Ehlena sighed and said a prayer to the Lady for Aaron, for her aunt, Elaine and for Lord Carlis as
well as some of the other good people she had met or become reacquainted with at Maramyr. Finally, she
said a prayer for her both mother and father who were both dead and for Matthius who had given his life
to protect her. She asked the Lady to look after them all, that those who lived might find good fortune and that those who were gone would find peace wherever their spirits might travel. 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Aaron and Borrican’s training division, led by Captain Nathas, was assigned to the woodland area
to the northeast, not far from where Aaron had lived not that long ago. The forests they were to patrol
belonged to the crown and covered a vast expanse that ran into the holdings of Baron Manfred. Aaron
hoped that none of the Baron’s men were travelling the other way along their route, especially any who
might remember him from Ashford, or worse, any he might remember. He figured that along the main
road, Ashford itself was little more than three days hard ride. 
The Captains had been tasked to survey the area and determine possible attack strategies an
invading force might use against Maramyr, both the lands and the crown city. They had thought it would
be a perfect opportunity for the Academy trainees to practice their ranger skills and had set up a series of exercises they would conduct once they were deeper in the forest. While many of the other Academy
trainees complained at the prospect of having to camp out among the trees, Aaron had looked forward to
it, realizing how much he had missed the quiet of the forest. Despite the regular training, he felt as though city life had numbed him in some way. It was good to leave the comforts of civilization for a time. 
By the second day, Aaron began to recognize the look of the land, the way the trees grew thick
among the moss-covered rocks and dense underbrush. He was not sure of how he felt about returning to
the place where he had left so abruptly only a season before and he wondered whether he would see his
friend Brian, whether he had been conscripted like so many young men throughout the land. As if sensing
Aaron’s thoughts, Nathas reined his horse back and came to ride beside him. 
“You know these lands,” he said. Aaron nodded. 
“I lived very close to Ashford. It's not too far from here.” 
“We’ll be stopping there to resupply before we drop in on Baron Manfred.” Nathas told him. Aaron
remembered the last time he had been at Ashford, when he had fought Manfred’s men. He wondered
whether he should tell the Captain about the fight with Mandred's men, that it was Manfred’s men who had
killed Tarnath. “Once we’re done with that dirty bit of business then we’ll move ourselves out to the
forest.” 
“Dirty business?” Aaron asked. Nathas chuckled. 
“Manfred is one of Cerric’s most annoying lackeys, pompous, officious, ass of a man if ever I did
meet one. And, apparently he’s been having troubles with some men in the forests further to the east of
White Falls. Cerric has asked me to discipline Manfred for not solving this problem.” Nathas said this
last word with more than a hint of sarcasm in his voice. “We will be joined by another group by morning
and I am giving you a special assignment once they arrive. Since you know the ways of these woods better
than any of us here, you’re the man for the job. Do you think you’re up to it?” he asked. 
“What’s the assignment?” Aaron asked. Nathas shook his head. 
“I’m not saying. Do you want the job?” he persisted, giving Aaron a look that made it clear that he
was not being asked so much as told. Aaron nodded. 
“Yes sir!" Aaron said. They were in the field now and the formalities of battle were now to be
strictly enforced. 
“Much better. I'll let you know when the time comes.” Nathas smiled then kicked his heels, pushing
his horse ahead up to the front of the line of riders. 


*****
The following morning before they broke camp, Aaron was sipping some tea by the fire when he
saw a group of green cloaked riders approach the encampment. Nathas signaled to his men to stand down
and allow the riders to approach and went out to greet them personally. Before long, the call was sounded to saddle up. As he readied his mount, Aaron saw the riders split into two groups. One group rode ahead
and the others filed in with the rest of the riders from the Academy. 
Within a short time, they were again underway. Aaron guessed that they would make it to Ashford
by midday. He saw Borrican riding alongside one of the cloaked riders and cantered his horse up to join
his friend. 
“Borrican,” Aaron called out a greeting as he approached and the cloaked rider to his friend’s other
side turned away, hidden by the deep green hood. 
“Aaron. Good day to you,” the Kandaran Prince greeted him in return. The cloaked rider glanced at
Aaron for a moment then reached up a thin hand and pulled back the hood a little, revealing a face Aaron
recognized. Aaron was surprised to see Princess Ariana smiling from underneath the thick cowl. Aaron
smiled back. 
“I see we are riding with friend,” he commented. Ariana winked at him then let her hood fall back
over her face. 
“Indeed we are. Indeed we are.” Borrican laughed. 
Ashford was much more quiet than the lively place Aaron had remembered. He realized that he had
mostly seen the town during festival times but had also visited a few times when he and Tarnath would
venture into town to resupply and deliver some completed smithing work and he knew there should be
more people there. As they rode toward the center of town, he saw where several houses had burned. 
Aaron hoped that the houses had burned accidentally and had nothing to do with the fight with Baron
Manfred's men. As they approached the inn, he recognized the innkeeper who had ventured out to the yard
to greet the large group of riders from Maramyr. 
“Innkeep,” Nathas called. “We've come from the capital and need supplies. My man has a list and
enough gold to pay.” One of the other trainees from the Academy dismounted and presented the innkeeper
with the list of requirements. In his other hand, he held a bag of coins. The innkeeper smiled wanly, his normal enthusiasm now replaced by apprehension and the kind of weariness that happened from not
having slept properly for a long time. 
“I appreciate the business good sir and will do everything I can to satisfy your needs,” he told
Nathas, perking up as he looked over the list. “Give me a few moments to rouse my man and we will set
about gathering these items. Would you care for a cask of beer for you and your men while you wait?” 
“Thank you for the offer but, no. We’re about the King’s business today. Another will be the day for
drinking.” The innkeeper nodded and walked back into the inn. 
Aaron looked at the empty street and wondered that there was no one else out of doors. He looked
for any sign of life through the tiny windows of the houses and buildings but all of them had their curtains drawn shut. Trails of smoke from the chimneys told him that the people were still there, but they were
staying in their homes. This was not the Ashford he knew. 
After a short time and some hefting by several of the trainees and the innkeeper’s man, a wagon was
loaded with supplies good for nearly a fortnight. Satisfied with the price, Nathas instructed the trainee to pay the innkeeper an extra gold sovereign and the train of riders departed the quiet town of Ashford. 
Aaron noticed that they had taken a road that did not lead to White Falls, where Baron Manfred occupied
the keep that used to belong to Lord Kaleb. He rode up next to Captain Nathas and asked him where they
were going. 
“Change of plans. Someone else is going onward to deal with Manfred. This way we can spend
more time training, which is what we came to do anyhow,” Nathas told him. “By the way, are you ready
for that assignment?” Aaron nodded. “Good.” 
Nathas motioned for Aaron to follow him off to the side of the road where they could stop and talk
quietly. 
“Since you know these parts, I want you to be a shadow. I saw you riding with young Borrican
earlier,” Nathas said. “And the rider he was with?” 
“Yes, I know who you mean.” Aaron told him. 
“I will put them together as a unit for our field exercises. Our guest wishes to train with us but I’m
not about to leave off taking extra precautions where necessary. Your challenge will be to shadow them
both without either of them knowing. You think you can do it?” Nathas looked him in the eye the way
Tarnath used to. 
“They won’t hear a sound,” Aaron assured him. 
“Good. If anything should happen, it is your duty as a Maramyrian to give your life in their defence. 
You know that,” Nathas told him. 
“Yes. They are also my friends,” Aaron added. “But even if they were not, I would do my duty. ” 
The Captain nodded. 
“It’s possible that they might be your King and Queen someday if we’re all real lucky.” He told
him. Aaron told him that he understood. Nathas gestured to the line of cloaked riders clustered around the Princess. “I've alerted the guard and let them know you’re there so they won’t accidentally put a bolt
through you.” 
“They won’t know I’m there, Captain,” Aaron assured him. He knew these woods and how to move
through them without making a sound. 
“Good.” Nathas said. “Then you're to fall back and be ready to disappear. We make camp a short
ways up this road in a clearing to the north and we’ll make our base there for the next three days. You
will not camp with us. Here is a bag of oats for your horse.” Nathas pulled a sack from the side of his
saddle and handed it to Aaron. He held up another bag. “This is for you. You’ll have to forage a bit to
supplement it, but I’d rather that than everyone seeing you come and go from camp. You’re to be invisible. 
Got it?” 
“Yes sir,” Aaron said. Nathas pointed along the road ahead. 
“Three more bends in the road and we’ll move to a trail that cuts off to the north. When we fork, 
you take to the woods. I’ll see you in two day’s time for a full report on our guest’s progress as a ranger.” 
Nathas smiled and nodded before urging his horse to a faster gait. 
Aaron rode at the back of the file and shrugged. When he had seen that the Princess was training
with them, Aaron had hoped that he would have a chance to get to know her a little better. Still, he was
fulfilling a special duty to her by protecting her in the forest. He understood why Nathas had assigned him to the job. He had told him about how Tarnath had taught him to sneak up on squirrels in this same forest when he was a boy. He figured that Ariana’s guards were probably excellent rangers as well but he knew
that Nathas felt as he did, that one more pair of eyes watching the Princess could only be a good thing. 
They turned the second bend in the road and Aaron decided he would break off from the group
early. A short time after, the convoy left the road for the trail and another rider fell behind and turned his mount deep into the thick foliage of the forest. 


*****
The night was cool in the forest without the warmth of a fire. It was colder still from the clinging
wetness of the small stream Aaron had used to wash the smells of the city and his mount from himself. He
had rubbed himself with needles and leaves to take on the scent of the forest but the activity had hardly dried him. Still wet, he had found a spot in the crook of a branch in a large tree where he slowly dried off and watched. From this vantage point, Aaron could easily see the clearing where the Academy trainees
had made their camp. He watched as the royal guardsmen quietly filtered away from the fires and took up
protective positions in the forest. He wondered whether they would be up all night or whether they would
take shifts. 
Unable to sleep, Aaron gazed up at the stars long into the night. Some time later, he heard a series of
low whistles like the call of a bird in the woods. He watched carefully as several other guardsmen
filtered into the woods to replace the first shift. Satisfied that they were getting their sleep, Aaron decided that he should do the same. His horse was tied safely in a dense thicket nearby. 
Some time later, another series of whistles, different from the first, woke Aaron. It was still dark
but he could tell that most of the night had passed. That would be the second shift coming returning to
camp. Creaking out of his perch in the tree, Aaron set about making his way back to his mount to round up some breakfast before the camp awoke and began the morning’s exercises. 
From another thick-limbed tree, Aaron watched as Nathas split the party into two groups. One, 
Nathas had told him, would be instructed to enter the forest and build a hidden camp where they could
avoid detection or ambush anyone searching for them. The other group would be instructed to find them
and capture them. To make the game more interesting, the tracking would not be random. The two sides
were further divided into corresponding groups of three and given colored armbands that corresponded
with another group of three on the other team that they would play against. Aaron noticed that the groups were arranged so that two trainees were paired up with one of the accompanying rangers. 
Aaron watched as Ariana was assigned to a group in the first team with Borrican and one of the
green-cloaked guardsmen. The other guardsmen did not join the game and Aaron guessed that they would
track the Princess on their own. From his vantage point, he could not see the faces of the group assigned to track and capture the trio but guessed that they would have little chance of success with Ariana’s
guardsman helping her and Borrican. 
Aaron climbed down from the tree and made his way carefully around the camp, watching the trio
in case they should depart into the forest. He wanted to be able to pick up their trail without the confusion of the other groups. He heard Nathas give the order to disperse and melted quickly into the dense
underbrush as Ariana, Borrican, and the guardsman took to the forest. Aaron moved off a ways and picked
out a path from which he would be better able to track their movements. 
Moments after the trio entered the trees, another figure dropped from a nearby tree and began to
shadow them. He had seen the guardsmen and knew they would be along shortly. They were no match for
him, his was a stealth that was not taught by any royal army. The guardsmen had as little chance as did the Princess and her companion. 
Ariana stepped carefully over the moss-covered rocks and through the tiny twigs that littered the
forest floor, doing her best not to make a sound. Ariana’s guardsman told her and Borrican that there was no point in rushing. Captain Nathas had given the first team until midday before he would send the second group into the forest after them. 
They picked their way carefully through the trees putting some distance between themselves and the
camp. Borrican discussed forest growth with the guardsman trying to figure out the best way to conceal
themselves within its protective cover in the allotted time. He felt a little like he was cheating since the guardsman was obviously an experienced woodsman. Still, he counted his stars lucky that Ariana had
come along for the training. It would be fun hiding out in the forest with her. 
After a time, the grey morning sky cleared and the sun shone down warmly through the trees. A
ways ahead, Aaron noticed the familiar smell of the warm leaves, detecting the faint hint of autumn in the scent of summer green turning to fall color. It was a perfect time to be out here for within the week most of the leaves would turn a myriad of fall colors. It was one of Aaron’s favorite times of the year. 
Not far behind the trio, part of a green leaf became prematurely red. A small droplet fell then was
wiped clean as one of the guards, now dead, was expertly concealed beneath a fallen tree. Without a trace of a sound, the man who killed him moved on catching up with the princess. He could faintly hear another
guardsman following a ways behind and he caught the scent of another on the light breeze that floated in
from the east. 
It was not long before the lead guard had picked out a spot where they would build their camp. The
forest floor had begun to rise and fall leaving outcroppings of rock and dense trees in clusters. There was a particular large tree with thick green needles surrounded by a bunch of other needled trees that would
make for the perfect spot. The guard let Borrican and the Princess inspect the site and give it their
approval before he instructed them on how to enter the brush. Careful not to disturb the undergrowth, they eased themselves between the thick conifers. Inside the stand, Ariana and Borrican discovered a tiny
clearing covered with soft needles where they could sit comfortably and break for lunch. The guard
followed after them, making sure that no sign was left visible of their entry to the stand of trees. 
Aaron watched as they disappeared behind the branches. The guard had picked the spot well. Had
he not known that they were there, he himself might not have been able to find them. The only thing that
gave them away was the faint scent of flowers that Aaron had come to recognize from Ariana as her own
distinct scent. He wondered if she could ever be convinced to take a bath in the shallow mud of a stream
the way he had. He carefully looked around for a good vantage point from where to watch the hidden
camp and, finding one, he disappeared into a patch of dense ferns. 
The day wore on and Aaron quietly removed some of the dried fruit he carried in his pack. He
chewed it slowly so it would not affect his hearing as he waited, watched and listened. He was surprised
that none of the guardsmen had shown up yet. Perhaps they were merely superior woodsmen and had
already found the spot without being seen by Aaron or the man hidden in the trees nearby. After a while, 
Aaron decided that he should at least be able to sense the guardsmen. He smelled the wind carefully all
afternoon and found nothing until the wind changed and began blowing from the south. The breeze carried
with it a slight scent of iron that Aaron recognized. It was the scent of blood
That was when Aaron saw a figure appear on the trail his friends had taken. He did not recognize
the man, who was dressed in the fashion of a hunter, and Aaron was impressed at how silently he moved
through the dense underbrush. He saw him stop and scan the trail, looking for anything that was out of
place. Aaron guessed that there were too many rocks in the area to track much of anything, and knew that
the guard that had accompanied them had kept Ariana and Borrican from disturbing too many of the tender
needles that littered the ground. Aaron watched as the man carefully stepped his way around the area, 
searching for his prey. 
Aaron had slowed his breathing so the man would not hear him and he passed within a footstep of
his hiding place in the brush. That was when the wind shifted slightly and Aaron was able to scent his
friends and the guard from their hiding spot in the nearby thicket. The man noticed as well and Aaron saw the man smile as he pulled a long dagger from its sheath at his waist. 
Careful to stay as silent as possible, Aaron ducked out of his hiding spot and drew a dagger of his
own. It would be better than trying to swing his sword if he had to fight the man in the dense trees. He
moved quickly, blade in hand, following the man who was now heading toward his friends. He was
almost upon him when he heard the man give a low whistle, barely audible among the gentle rustling of
the trees. 
Aaron saw several more figures emerge from the dark parts of the forest and he knew it could only
mean trouble. He kicked himself for not having noticed them and realized that the one he had must have
been on point for the larger group, allowing the others to move with greater stealth. They were most
definitely not hunters. They were assassins. 
Aaron moved to strike the man with his dagger, but he had heard him and pivoted at the last second, 
blocking Aaron's dagger with his own. Steel rang on steel. The sound alerted the other assassin and they
moved quickly toward him as he began to fight with the first man. Aaron hoped his friends and the guard
who accompanied them had also heard the noise. 
He ducked a thrust of the assassin's dagger that nearly slashed his face and barely dodged a leg that
swung around low. The man moved with the efficiency of a soldier but with the grace and reflexes of a
cat. Aaron barely managed to evade a flurry of swings and jabs as the man pressed the attack. He caught
sight of the others, closing in on him and knew he would have to do something quickly. If the rest of them were anywhere near as skilled as the first assassin, Aaron would be in trouble. 
He rolled out of the way of another slash and then ran toward the small clearing just before the
thicket. It would draw the group closer to where Ariana and Borrican were hidden, but it would allow
Aaron to draw his sword, giving him some advantage. Aaron also figured that the group of assassins had
already figured where his friends were anyway. It was merely a matter of time before they turned their
attentions to them. 
Finally out in the open, Aaron drew his sword and met the assassin who had followed him. Dagger
and sword, he pressed the man back and managed to cut a long gash on his arm but it did not slow the man
down. The assassin pulled a second dagger and matched Aaron's blades blow for blow. He was good, but
Aaron knew he could beat him. However, the others had closed the distance and that would be far more of
a challenge. He ducked under the man's blades, blocking with his sword and thrust his own dagger deep
into the assassin's midsection. The man fell to the ground but not after he threw one of his daggers at
Aaron. It was luck that saved him. As he turned at the last second to face another attacker, the dagger
whistled through the air where his neck had been only a second ago. 
As Aaron engaged the next man, one more joined him and he found himself facing two of them at a
time. He watched as three others continued on toward where his friends were. It appeared they were a
group of six. Aaron knew Borrican could probably handle one or both of them, but it might prove more
difficult while guarding Ariana. Hopefully the guard proved a more skilled fighter than the assassins. 
Aaron swung his sword in a wide arc, keeping the three asssassins back. He moved left, swinging
his sword high to catch his target's daggers as the man blocked the longer weapon with his two shorter
ones. Aaron ducked low and slashed at the man with his dagger, catching a piece of his leg. The other
assassin ducked around his comrade and tried to flank Aaron and he barely stepped back, out of the way
of the man's blades. The other man, bleeding from the cut Aaron had given him, launched another attack, 
this time furious with wild jabs and slashes. It was all Aaron could do to block and dodge both his knives while the other man closed in on him again. Aaron managed to connect his sword on the first man's
daggers and then he rushed in, risking the sharp steel and pivoted his grip on his sword, allowing the
pommel to tilt. 
Free of the man's blades, Aaron smashed the pommel of his sword into his face while blocking a
slash from the other man with his free hand. He spun around the first man, pulling his own dagger in close and slicing the man's throat open. The other man took that opportunity to move in with an attack of his own and even though Aaron was blocked by the first man, the other managed to slash Aaron's forearm with a
deep cut that began to seep dark red blood through his torn sleeve. 
Aaron pushed the dying man toward the one who had cut him then leapt forward, bringing his sword
tip up, thrusting it directly at him. The blade caught the man in the top of his and the sharp steel slid right through the thick muscle, protruding from the man's back. Aaron swung his dagger hand around blocking a
desperate slash then knuckled the man in the face, as he shifted to the side. His sword, still stuck through the man, spun the assassin along with him and Aaron yanked it free as his opponent fell to the ground. He quickly stepped backward and plunged the blade into the back of the man's neck, killing him instantly, then he dashed toward the sounds of batttle coming from the nearby thicket. 
Moving quickly, he ducked through the dense tree branches and found a small clearing where he
saw Borrican fighting two men while another stalked toward Ariana who had a sword drawn as well. The
guard who had accompanied them lay dead at the entrance to the clearing with a dagger sticking from his
chest. Aaron pulled the dagger from the guard and threw it at one of Borrican's attackers, hitting the man in the back, just above his shoulder blade. It was not enough to take the man down, but he was now
wounded and Aaron hoped it would give Borrican a better chance against the two as he quickly closed the
distance toward the assassin attacking Ariana. 
He watched as the assassin caught Ariana's sword and twisted the blade from her grasp. He saw the
look of panic on the princess's face and Aaron felt a painful twinge as she gathered her power to attack
the man. It was not fast enough, Aaron realized as he saw the assassin move in for the kill. 
Ariana was too far away for Aaron to reach. 
He felt a sharp pain in his head and suddenly felt his sword pierce flesh and bone. He heard a gasp. 
Somehow, Aaron had managed to get to her and the assassin now hung, dying, run through by his sword, 
the tip of which was barely a hand's length from Ariana. The dagger fell from the assassin's hand and the man crumpled to the ground. Aaron turned to see Borrican take down the man with the dagger in his
shoulder then square off against the remaining assassin. 
"Princess," Aaron said between breaths. "Are you all right?" 
"I'm okay. Thank you, Aaron," Ariana said, her attention now on the assassin who was fighting with Borrican. She put a hand on Aaron's shoulder, her touch unexpected and calming against the tension in
him. "Forgive me for this." Aaron felt the pain in his head increase sharply as he felt her gather more power and his vision became blurry for a moment as he saw Ariana's fingertips erupt with a ribbon of fire that blasted toward the assassin. 
The small but excruciating blast of heat distracted the man and Borrican took the opening, swung his
sword hard and took the assassin's arm off at the elbow. His large swings so fast they were practically
invisible, he hacked at the man again, sinking the sharp edge of this blade into the man's side, cutting him down in a pool of blood. The sword was stuck in the dying assassin's ribcage and Borrican put his foot on the man's chest and pulled his blade free. 
Breathing heavily, Borrican turned to Aaron and Ariana and, seeing that they were both unharmed, 
he sighed with relief. There was a noise through the trees and both Borrican and Aaron took positions on
either side of Ariana, ready to attack any who would dare attack them. They all relaxed when Nathas
appeared from the brush, followed by six of the other Captains. 
“You are unharmed, Princess?” Nathas asked Ariana. 
“Yes, I have been well defended, Captain.” She nodded. 
“Good work lads,” Nathas glanced at Aaron and the Kandaran prince before addressing the
princess. “This forest is no longer safe, milady. It is clear that, despite our precautions, your presence here is known. We should return you to the city.” 
Ariana pursed her lips and looked into the dense forest surrounding them. She did not want to return
to Maramyr, but it seemed the most sensible thing to do." 
"All it would take would be one crossbow and a good vantage point," Nathas told her, then gestured to the bodies of the assassins. "Those are Sandari Assassins, highly-trained and very expensive. 
Whomever paid to have them follow you may have hired more." 
Realizing he was right, Ariana nodded in agreement. “Yes, Captain.” she said. “I believe it would
be wise for me to return.” 
“Aaron and Borrican. Since the two of you are obviously capable at defending her highness, you
will accompany her back to Maramyr,” Nathas said then turned Aldos, his most trusted captain and
perhaps the best fighter among the Academy Captains. “Aldos, select twelve trainees as additional escort
and take them home.” 
“Yes sir,” Aldos snapped and set off to round up the trainees he already had in mind. Nathas turned
to the remainder of the group. 
“The rest of us will continue onward and pay a to visit to Manfred. He is responsible for patrolling
this part of the forest and it would not do for brigands or assassins to attack those travelling this way. We have received word that the Xallan Queen and her retinue are travelling to Maramyr to meet with the
Regent. As much as I am no friend to the Xallans, I’ll not have any attempts made on the life of their
Queen while she is a guest on Maramyrian soil.” 
Nathas had a few things to discuss with Manfred, first among them what he knew of the group of
assassins. From the few tracks Nathas's men were able to find, it appeared that the assassins had not
followed the princess from Maramyr but had come from the direction of Manfred's lands. Considering
there were only a select few who knew about Ariana's outing with the Academy trainees, and Manfred
was among them, it would be interesting to hear what the baron had to say about it. 


*****
Not because she feared any kind of attack, but because it was the custom of Xallan nobility to travel
under heavy guard, Queen Calexis and six legions of her most loyal soldiers travelled along the road
through the Dark Forest to Maramyr. She was unimpressed with the few small towns they passed through
but totally captivated by the amount of undeveloped land and virgin forests that stood in the Maramyrian
territory. She was amazed that the Maramyrian population had not even begun to cover these vast reaches
of land. 
One of the black robes who had travelled extensively throughout the kingdom explained to Calexis
that the mating customs were quite different than those practiced in most parts of the Xallan Empire. She was shocked to find out that most of the people in the western lands typically mated with only one person and that for a person to have more than ten children was considered quite a lot. Calexis could not imagine being tied to only one person, one other body, for the rest of her life. It was almost offensive to think of. 
She hoped that Cerric would not be so prudish as his boring people. She enjoyed conquest so very much
and this trip would be much more amusing with some play time in between what were sure to be a series

of monotonous assemblies and meetings at court. 
From the trees, Brian watched silently with several of Kaleb’s men as the Xallan procession
passed. They signaled several of the others who hid nearby to withdraw and they too headed back to their
hidden camp deep in the forest. Kaleb greeted the news with a frown. 
“I don’t like it,” he said. “The Xallan war hit this part of the land worst of all. My father was a boy
in those days, but he remembered it clearly enough to tell me. Without extreme measures, there is almost
no way to win against the Xallans. They are an enemy that, no matter how many of them you kill, they just keep on coming.” 
“Word is that Cerric invited the Xallan Queen for a royal visit,” commented one of the men. Kaleb
stroked his black moustache thoughtfully. 
“I don’t know what Cerric is up to, but he’d best be careful. The last time we fought the Xallans, the
Council of Mages even had to seek the help of the Elves to drive them out. Men and steel wouldn’t suffice to stop them or even slow them down. Nowadays, with the Council gone, the Elves hiding in their forest, 
and who knows whether the Priesthood will be loyal to the crown or the people for that matter, we would
be hard pressed to stop anyone from crossing our borders and simply taking over. As for the Priesthood, 
apparently they’re in bed with Calexis just as much as they are with Cerric, so I wouldn't expect much
assistance from that corner,” Kaleb commented. “Cerric might be playing it smart, making friends with the Xallans. I've never liked the Regent, but he's far from stupid. If that's his plan, then for his sake, and for ours, I hope it works. If it doesn’t, we’d better be prepared. I want scouts sent eastward. It looks as
though we’re going to have to resurrect the Bordermen.” 
A few of the men seemed confused but a large number of them smiled and cheered. Brian did not
understand what Kaleb meant and followed him back to his tent. 
“What are the Bordermen?” Brian asked. Kaleb smiled as he gestured for Brian to follow him
inside where he proceeded to open a chest and dig around through the many document tubes inside. 
“The Bordermen were an order of men, mounted rangers, loyal to Maramyr, who had eyes like
those of a hawk and who could ride like the wind. They would patrol our eastern border, watching for any
sign of a raid or attack by the Xallans. In the days before the last war, attacking our borders was almost a sport for the Xallans and they did it often. The Bordermen’s job was fairly simple, but no easy feat. They would ride the borderlands watching for Xallans and, if they saw any, they ride for the border stations
where border troops were regularly garrisoned, ready to push the Xallans back.” 
Brian scratched his head. 
“I can see us patrolling the borders, assuming that Manfred’s men don’t catch us, but what if the
Xallans do attack us, we don’t have troops and I haven’t seen any border stations.” 
“You’re right about the troops. We are in short supply of trained soldiers, and it will be no easy
task to solve that problem, but what we can do is to provide warning to the people of Maramyr and even
to Cerric should he choose to put the king's army in the field. The border stations are there. You scouted the eastern forest on horseback two days ago, right?” he asked. Brian nodded. “You probably crossed a
game trail that ran north to south.” Brian nodded again. “That was the first of the border trails.” Kaleb pulled out an older map of the area. 
Brian could clearly see Ashford and the Dark Forest and the Xallan border on the eastern side. 
Multiple lines, running were drawn running north to south in a kind of parallel curve that edged further
and further towards the Xallan lands. Kaleb traced his finger along them showing how they widened in
certain points then tapered back together at regular points along the map. 
“These are the border stations. Riders would run these trails, though big enough for one rider, 
would be too small and treacherous for an army to follow. The men who made these trails looked for high
ground that offered a vantage point as often as possible so they could rise out of the trees and search for raiders. To the east, the forest thins into grassland and it is fairly easy to see if anyone is coming. If they spotted anyone, they would ride for the border station. Had you ridden south along that game trail you
saw, you would have come upon a small hill just off the trail. There are probably forty of them running
from the Kandaran range all the way south to the Ansari plains.” 
“So, the troops camped on these hills just waiting for the Xallans?” Brian asked. It sounded like it
would be pretty uncomfortable to be a Borderman assigned to a station. Kaleb laughed. 
“Close,” he said. “They actually lived in the hills. The border stations were built long before
anyone can remember and whoever built them buried them under the ground so they would not be readily
seen. The border stations have working wells and can house about fifty men comfortably,” he explained. 
Brian had never considered the idea of living underground but he had another question. 
“Fifty men. If what you said about the Xallan numbers is correct, then how could fifty men fight
them off?” Kaleb smiled. 
“In those days, each border station was assigned a mage to help the soldiers. Our mages were the
most powerful of all the lands back then and the few mages that the Xallans did have didn’t even hold a
candle even to our lesser mages. The most common tactic was for the border mage to put a spell on our
soldiers, enchanting them into multiple copies of themselves. While each soldier was one man, he felt
himself swinging his sword at ten different Xallans at once. A garrison of fifty became a garrison of five hundred. A lot of Xallans fell to the magical swords of the Bordermen.” 
Brian pictured ten of him swinging ten identical swords on the battlefield and marveled at the
power of such magic. He imagined how invincible he would feel having the ability to fight ten enemies at
once, but realized that without the mages, such a thing was not possible. Even so, he liked the idea of
helping to protect the towns like Ashford and the people who lived on farms like his parents. 
"I think I would like to become a Borderman," he told Kaleb. 
"Well, Brian," the man said with a smile. "That's one recruit already. Only a few thousand left to go." 
CHAPTER TWELVE
By the time Nathas returned from dressing down Baron Manfred for his failure to properly patrol
his holdiings, the City of Maramyr had descended into a frantic state preparing for the arrival of the
Xallan Queen. Streets were swept, shops restocked, the latest in fineries put on display and the palace
was decorated with bright silk banners flying the Fresh paint was still drying on so many of the city’s
establishments, Queen Calexis arrived at Maramyr in royal style. The city gates were opened wide and
the people cheered in the streets for the first visit in generations of a ruler from the east. 
The city guard was bolstered by several regiments from the regular army and assigned to assist with
dealing with the crowds of people that had flocked to the city for the event. They were worried that, with such a large number of Xallan soldiers accompanying their queen, any accident or small altercation could
quickly get out of control and the last thing anyone desired were hostilities with the Xallans. The people, however, were in a good mood since Cerric had declared a week of festivities and opened the kingdom's
tightly-held coffers, so the inhabitants of the city were for the most part on their best behavior. 
In the palace yard, guards stood in formation, wearing their parade uniforms and every boot and
metal surface was polished to a bright shine. At the top of the main steps to the palace itself, a royal
greeting had been prepared. Cerric, Dakar, Ariana and a number of the more prominent Maramyrian
nobles waited patiently for Calexis’ procession to make its way through the city. Borrican stood with
them at Cerric’s invitation, the sole remaining representative of the kingdom of Kandara. 
Borrican’s uncle, Duke Boric had sent word of his investigation into the border conflicts between
Kandara and the Xallan Empire. He had travelled throughout the region looking to discover the source of
the unrest in order that a peaceful solution might be found. However, the word that had been delivered to Borrican by his uncle’s messenger was that whomever or whatever was making the attacks was coming
from the Xallan lands to the east, not the Kandaran mountains to the northwest. 
Many of the small farmers and mountain sheep herders in the eastern foothills, on making their usual
visits to the nearby towns and villages, had found them burned and empty. The few survivors said that
attacks usually came at night and none of them were able to describe who or what had killed their families and burnt their homes. All anyone knew is that the attacks came at night and they were swift and violent. 
He and his men planned to travel north to Icebreaker Pass where a small garrison guarded the seldom
travelled and precarious route through the Kandaran range. The messenger had told Borrican that he
should return to Kandara if the Xallans continued to complain about Kandaran raiders. It was an obvious
lie and, with Calexis’ upcoming visit, Duke Boric suspected that it was one likely intended to undermine
relations between Maramyr and Kandara. 
Borrican shifted uncomfortably as the Xallan procession came into view. Trumpeters began their
performance of an old Xallan theme they had prepared as the first soldiers of Calexis’ imperial guard
entered the great palace yard. Fanning out into the space left for their own formations, the mounted
Xallans made way for the great carriage bearing their queen. Riding atop an ornate open carriage draped
with fine fabric and furnished with thick cushions was the Xallan Queen herself. 
Even Borrican, who had tentative feelings of hostility and definite suspicion toward the Xallans
was impressed. Calexis was beautiful. Her dark hair fell in great curls over her shoulder, pressed down
above her brow by a fine, jewel-encrusted, crown. She wore a dress of black fabric so fine that it was
translucent and revealed everything that was not already left bare by the low cut at her breasts and the
high line cut from the bottom from which she draped one of her long, bare legs. Borrican saw Ariana
purse he lips in obvious disapproval. Cerric, on the other hand, seemed most taken with the Xallan
Queen. Borrican was not surprised. 
The procession stopped as Calexis’ carriage reached position before the palace steps. Cerric began
his descent while the Xallan queen waited in the comfort of her carriage. At the bottom, Cerric reached a hand up to the carriage and Calexis took it casually in her own and smoothly swung a leg down to the first of the palace steps. As she walked up the steps with the Regent-King, a low murmering was heard from
the Maramyrian soldiers. 
In the bright sunlight of the afternoon, the translucent fabric of Calexis’ dress revealed practically
everything, her round breasts and her finely shaped bottom dropped more than a few jaws as she ascended
the stairs. One of the guards lost his grip the ceremonial lance he had been holding and it clattered as it fell to the floor. Cerric half-turned to glare at the noise but the trumpeters quickly covered the disturbance by playing a Maramyrial royal standard. Once the procession was halfway to the top, two of Calexis’
generals and several of the black robed priests followed. 
At the top of the steps and with a better or at least much more close up view, it was all Borrican
could do to keep himself from staring at the Xallan Queen. He could sense Ariana’s immediate dislike for
the woman and decided that he would be better not to get caught staring, well not too much anyway. In an
attempt to pull his eyes away from Calexis' alluring figure, he looked instead at the princess and smiled at her but she did not appear to be in a particularly jovial mood. He watched as Ariana smiled when her
uncle Cerric introduced her to the Xallan Queen. Borrican could tell that the princess was merely putting on a show for her uncle's guest. When it came to Borrican’s turn, he forced his eyes to stay upright as
Calexis neared him. 
“And this is our representative from Kandara, Prince Borrican, second son to King Eric. Perhaps
the two of you will have a chance to discuss some of what is going on in the north country,” Cerric said. 
Borrican kept his eyes fastened to the Xallan Queen’s face, but she did not return the gesture. . He tensed as she ran a hand up his chest. Finally, she made eye contact with him and gave him an impish smile. 
“I am honored,” Borrican mumbled the usual public greeting, somewhat embarrassed and a little
confused for he could not understand how he it was that he could feel somehow violated in a way that was
not altogether unpleasant. 
“Delicious,” was all she said and then turned to follow Cerric into the palace. 
Inside, the palace servants had prepared an elaborate feast in the great hall and made arrangements
for a small orchestra to play gentle variations of some Xallan music intermixed with Maramyrian
traditionals. Calexis’ seat had been made especially with soft velvet cushions and situated next to Cerric at the table. 
Once everyone was seated, Cerric picked up both his and the goblet that was placed before the
Xallan queen and had it filled by a waiting servant. According to tradition, he poured the wine between
the two cups, intermingling them so that should either of the cups be poisoned, then both should share the same fate. He handed Calexis her wine and raised his. 
“To a new age between us.” he toasted. Calexis smiled. 
“To a closer understanding.” she responded and they both drank. 
The heavy doors to the great hall were closed to drown out the sound of the trumpeters and the
crowds from the city who, now that the nobles had made their first toast, began their own revelry. 
Borrican sipped his wine as servants carried out trays of food for the first course of the meal. Calexis
sampled a mushroom pate that was a Maramyrian delicacy and moaned her delight. Ariana, who sat next
to Borrican on the other side of Cerric from Calexis, kicked his foot. He half-turned his head. 
“She’s worse than a cat in heat,” Ariana muttered in a low voice, speaking in Kandaran. Borrican
swallowed uncomfortably, trying not to choke on his wine. There was no doubt in his mind. This was
going to be a long dinner. 


*****
Ariana returned from a morning ride, the only peace of mind she had enjoyed in the long week of
meetings and festivities during the visit of the Xallan queen. Immediately upon her arrival at the palace, she discovered she had received a message. The mage-priests at Blue Island had honored her request to
study with them. Her uncle had been opposed at first to her going but she could no longer hide her power
from him. A few days ago, she had accidentally set fire to her bedroom during a nightmare. Luckily, the
guards on her door had been awake enough to rescue her and dowse the flames. She told them it had been
a candle but Dakar, Cerric’s mage advisor knew better and she suspected he had said as much to Cerric. 
Knowing she could no longer hide the truth, Ariana had simply asked her uncle whether Dakar
could contact the mages of Blue Island on her behalf. The response had been prompt; the Priesthood
indicated that they would be more than happy to assist Ariana in coming to terms with her newfound
powers. Glad of the news, she went straight away to the armoury to request an armed escort for her
journey. 
It was not long before she stormed into the palace looking for her uncle. His attendants directed to
his reading room where she found him sitting before a large table, with a map spread out before him with
one rolled corner anchored flat by a goblet of wine and several books weighing down the rest. He looked
up when she entered. 
“Ariana, my beloved niece. I trust the riding is good today?” 
“Never better, Uncle,” she said, with a hint of ice in her voice. “Except that I have just been to the
armoury to request an escort to Blue Island and they tell me that my escort has already been chosen by
you. I had hoped to make those arrangements myself, uncle.” 
“Ah, yes. The news arrived early this morning. You were out, so I took the liberty of hand-picking
the very finest soldiers. I suppose you will be off within the week? Winter is coming soon and those
mountain trails can be quite treacherous,” he said, sounding almost genuinely concerned. 
“No, Uncle, now that your visit with the Xallan Queen is winding down, I shall leave tomorrow. 
I’m a little tired of smiling and nodding for the sake of a people for whom I have little trust. I will spend my time wisely learning to command my power. I may need it when I am queen.” She intentionally
reminded Cerric that only a year remained before she would assume direct control of the Maramyrian
throne. 
Cerric frowned inwardly. Whatever problems or solutions an alliance with the Xallans might
provide, the fact remained that the Priesthood was quickly becoming very powerful and now they would
likely gain a new ally, his niece, the true heir to his borrowed throne. Still, he had several of his own plans in that regard. 
“I thought you would be glad that everything has been arranged for you. Are you sure you want to
study with the Priesthood Ariana?” Cerric asked. 
“They might be a bit too serious about that religion of theirs uncle, but Blue Island is now the center
of magic. It is the best place to learn. What? Are you worried they’ll convince me to give up my nobility and join the cloth?” she asked defiantly. Dakar had tried to convince her of the divinity of the Priesthood on numerous occasions and she figured if she could fend him off, she could fend off anyone, although the
thoughts of having her will stolen by the mage-priests' book did give her cause for concern. Cerric
frowned visibly. 
“I will not say anything against the Priesthood, my dear, but they are becoming very powerful. 
Dakar tells me that they are loyal to Maramyr as the mages have always been, but keep your mind about
you when you are with them. They might seek to poison you against me who has worked so hard to keep
your domain for when you ascend the throne yourself,” Cerric said. 
Ariana nodded. 
“I will be careful, Uncle. I suppose I should thank you for making the arrangements for my escort. 
There are many things I must do before I leave and that is one less task on my list. I do have one change to make, however. I will be adding one member to the party.” 
“Oh?” Cerric picked up his goblet and dranks some wine. 
“Yes, I was defended by a young man from the Academy when I was attacked. He saved my life and
I would offer him his first commission as the Captain of my guard.” 
“Captain of your guard! Come, now. Is this young man perhaps something of an interest for my dear
niece?” he asked, half mocking her. Ariana was far from amused at his suggestion about her virtue. 
“Most definitely not," she told him. "The fellow is obvious peasant stock and even if I were
inerested in pursuing such things, I do have some taste, Uncle. No, it is simply a matter of honor. He saved my life and I wish to reward him.” 
“Honor? To a peasant?” he shook his head. “There is no need to honor peasants. We honor them by
ruling them, keeping them from degenerating and killing each other. What does it matter if we step on a
few toes in the process?” His eyes glinted at her a little coldly, then he realized it was a useless point to argue with the impetuous young woman. “Fine,” he conceded. “If that is your wish then I suppose there
will be no problem.” 
As he nodded, a door opened and Dakar, his advisor, and head of the Maramyrian priesthood
entered. Quickly, Ariana thanked her uncle and turned to leave. 
“What no kiss goodbye?” he asked, standing from the couch arms open. 
Dakar said not a word but the corner of his mouth curled up a bit as he watched the exchange. 
Ariana walked back to her uncle and gave him a stiff embrace and kissed him quickly on the cheek. 
Cerric smiled darkly at her as she left the room. 
“Goodbye, my darling niece,” he muttered quietly and breathed a deep sigh. 
Dakar stood quietly as Cerric stared blankly at the ceiling for a few moments before turning to greet
the Priest. 


*****
Aaron had not expected to see his friend Borrican for several days. The Kandaran prince was busy
attending state functions as representative of his country. Aaron learned that some of the students at the Academy had placed bets on guessing the identities of members of their own ranks who were of a stature
that the had no choice but to be in attendance at the festivities. Now that Borrican had been heralded
publicly as the second son of King Erik of Kandara, some of them were happily richer and some of them
were happily poorer. 
Since the Academy required that its students’ noble titles be publically undisclosed, those who
were not on any royal invitation lists were given a fair bit of freedom to enjoy the festivities. Most of the Captains were busy with official duties and it did not make sense to have the students assist with the ever-problematic task of crowd control or guard duty. It would not do for a Duchess to happen upon her son
standing guard duty outside of a banquet to which she had been invited or for a Baron to find his heir out scuffling in the streets with drunks and pickpockets. The only requirement of the Academy students was
that they wear their Academy colors of red and black and endeavor to assist any of the city guards or
soldiers should they encounter a situation where they might be of help. 
Aaron had decided that since he had a few days of freedom, he should try to visit the few people he
did know at Maramyr. His first stop was to Lord Carlis who, though busy, took some time to visit with the young trainee. Carlis was happy to see him and also gave him some good news. 
“Well my boy, while you’ve been locked away learning to swing a sword, you’ll be happy to know
that you're well on your way to becoming something of a wealthy man,” Carlis told him. 
“What do you mean?” Aaron asked. 
“The coin I promised to invest for you, I put some of it into a leather business that specializes in
making tack and saddles for horses. I had a feeling, and perhaps I dropped a few hints to a few important people at the palace, that this leatherworker and his shop would be an excellent choice of supplier for the army,” he explained. “It isn't public knowledge around the city, but Cerric had been quietly increasing the army’s numbers and with that comes a need for gear, and thus the need for reliable leather work. The
investment allowed the owner of the leather shop to move to a bigger space and hire more workers. That
put him in a position to bid on the job offered by the crown. Now he’s making a lot of money, and so are
we!” 
Carlis was very pleased by the success of the investment and Aaron, was happy that he was happy, 
but he had never really thought about what he might do with a lot of money. Now that he understood the
practical value of currency better, he knew that the bag of coins he had given Carlis would have been
more than enough to last a person many years but he smiled and thanked the magistrate for his efforts. 
“So, what happens if I want to buy something,” Aaron asked out of sheer curiosity. 
“Simple. You just go to the merchant’s guild and give them your name, which I have registered with
them. They will ask you to give them a password to make sure you are who you say you are and then they
will tell you how much money you may draw, based on the value of your holdings. I hope you don’t mind, 
but I put your name down as Aaron Coromay, that is the name of your family, is it not?” Carlis asked. 
“It was my uncle’s family name, so I suppose it is mine.” Aaron told him. “You said there was a
password?” Aaron asked. Carlis looked surprised for a moment. 
“Oh my goodness, of course! The word I chose was ‘bloodstone’ after the ruby on the hilt of your
sword.” Carlis pointed to the blade that still had its hilt wrapped, disguising the large jewel embedded in it. “That should be easy enough to remember but difficult enough for someone else to guess.” 
Carlis also explained that the merchants’ guild had members throughout Maramyr and in a few of
the other kingdoms as well. A guildsman could send a coded message by messenger bird to the main guild
and receive a return message verifying someone’s identity within a number of days. Carlis joked that if
affairs did not work out with the Xallans, it might pay to invest in metal working as well. It appeared he gave these sorts of matters a lot of thought. 
“How does the Xallan Queen like Maramyr?” Aaron asked innocently. Carlis smirked. 
“She loves it, especially the amount of land we have and fairly unpopulated compared to her own
realm. I am sure that through her eyes, she sees every farm and forest as a potential addition to her empire. 
The Xallans have tried for generations to conquer Maramyr and I doubt that they will break with tradition. 
Calexis seems to be different from her forebears only in that she might be a trifle smarter, and more
attractive too,” Carlis told him. “Not to be a gossip, but I have heard Cerric is quite taken with the Xallan Queen. It is said that he’s no longer thinking with his head, if you understand my meaning” 
Reading the blank look on Aaron’s face, Carlis changed the subject to a related topic he thought
Aaron might find more interesting. Clearly, the boy had not spent much time socializing with young
women. Perhaps, thought Carlis, he needed a little nudge or at least some inspiration. 
“I saw your friend, Ehlena yesterday,” he told him. “I visit Lady Valamyr once a week on business
and I have run into her neice a number of times. She has asked me to give her updates on your progress at the Academy. I hope you don’t mind, but your Captain Nathas sends me a note every couple of weeks to
let me know how you are doing.” 
Aaron shrugged but he was pleased to hear that Ehlena had asked after him. 
“That’s fine,” Aaron said. “You sponsored me into the Academy, so it is only fitting you should
know of my progress and whether it was worth the effort.” 
“Worth the effort? It certainly was, my boy! Nathas tells me that you have been doing very well and, 
even though I’m not supposed to tell you this, he hopes that within a year, you might even be in line for a commission. You’ve really impressed the Senior Captain and, let me tell you, he’s not an easy man to
impress.” 
Aaron smiled at Carlis. He had been wondered about something and thought perhaps Carlis might
be the right person to ask. 
“If I get a commission, would that mean that Lady Valamyr might be more welcoming of my
friendship with Ehlena?” Aaron asked. 
Carlis frowned and stroked his chin. It was most certainly the right question, but Lady Valamyr had
plans for her niece, plans that involved nobles of high stature. He feared Aaron might not like the answer. 
“Don’t get me wrong, Aaron. Lady Valamyr wasn’t unimpressed with you and she was genuinely
grateful for your help in delivering Ehlena to her safely, but she is very protective of her young neice. 
Ehlena’s mother, was Elaine’s only sibling. Elaine does not have any children and it is unlikely that she will. That makes Ehlena the only heir to the family of Valamyr, a once powerful and still very proud name and she will be the Duchess of Valamyr someday. Thus, Elaine only wants the best for her, if you
understand my meaning.” Carlis looked at him seriously. Aaron laughed inwardly and shook his head. 
From all he had learned through his studies and from spending time talking with Borrican, he certainly
understood how important family titles and appropriate marriages were to the nobility. 
“I understand Lord Carlis and I would never expect to be a suitor to Ehlena. At best, I might
achieve some sort of military title but that would hardly qualify me to court a future duchess,” Aaron told him. “I just don’t know very many people and it would be nice to be able to be friends with Ehlena. I also feel a bit protective towards her ever since what happened at Ashford.” Carlis nodded and clapped
Aaron on the shoulder. 
“Well, you certainly have a noble heart,” he said with a laugh. “I will talk to Lady Elaine and see if
you might be permitted to visit her niece from time to time, especially now that Ehlena is back in the city. 
I understand you have a few days away from the Academy, perhaps there will be some time that you might
visit with her then. I am assuming that sooner would be more preferable than later.” 
“I would like that,” Aaron said. Carlis paused, thinking for a moment. 
“I have a few things to take care of here, then I suppose I could find a handy excuse to drop in on the
house of Valamyr. Why don’t you accompany me there this afternoon? Elaine has been dying to show me
the latest additions to her house garden and perhaps, while I have her distracted there, you might be able to escort Ehlena out around the city. From what I hear, she goes out often enough on her own anyway, 
which has been causing no end of headaches for her aunt. She’ll likely be pleased that the girl will have a proper escort along with her for once.” 
Aaron agreed that it was an excellent plan. He had been looking forward to seeing Ehlena again. 


*****
Later that day, Aaron made his way to a small inn that usually housed visiting dignitaries. The
Falcon’s Rest was one of the inner city establishments, part of the royal village, near to where Ehlena
lived with her aunt. Carlis recommended that if Aaron arrived before him he should try the house liqueur
and claimed it was the best in all of Maramyr. 
On his way, Aaron had visited a few of the vendors lining the city squares and sampled some of the
alleged delicacies that they were selling to passers by. His favourite and most recent find had been spiced meat on a stick and he busily ate what looked to be pieces of chicken covered in a heavy black pepper as
he neared the inn where he was to meet Carlis. 
As Aaron approached the door of the inn, he saw a window swing open on the third floor and saw a
man in a black cloak swing himself out of it and begin to deftly climb down the outer wall of the building, his fingers somehow clasping the edges of the bricks. From the same window that the cloaked man had
appeared, the head of a heavy-set, red-faced, and angry-looking man looked out after him. 
“Stop, thief!” the man yelled from the window. 
The man in the cloak continued his descent as the head disappeared back into the window above. 
Aaron waited until the man neared the ground and then he drew his sword. At the sound of steel clearing a scabbard, the man froze then looked over his shoulder at Aaron. Aaron glanced briefly around, hoping to
see a guard, and saw that the street was deserted. 
“Stop right there,” Aaron said. 
Just then, the door of the inn burst open and the man with the red face appeared, tripping over his
clothes as he pulled them on. During that slightest distraction, the man in the black cloak dropped to the ground and with almost imperceptible speed, he drew his sword on Aaron. 
Aaron was ready for him and easily blocked the man’s sword. Luckily, Aaron had the man cornered
between the wall of the inn and the next building that jutted out further into the street. They traded a few blows and the man retreated for a moment, squaring off against Aaron, cornered against the wall he had
just descended. 
Now that he faced him, Aaron could see that the man was not much older than he was, though he had
a beard and wore his light brown hair long. Apart from the beard, which was untrimmed, the man seemed
to be fairly well dressed and did not look much like a thief. Aaron saw from the corner of his eye that
several more people had now exited the inn. He could also see that several armed men who wore the
Xallan colors of crimson and white had followed the other man out of the inn. Aaron could tell that they
were ready to spring into action, but for now they stood their ground. 
“I found that man in my room, stealing my jewels. Family heirlooms they are, and very valuable!” 
exclaimed the red faced man said in broken Maramyrian between heavy breaths. His accent was Xallan. 
The thief smiled at Aaron and shrugged as if the accusations against him meant nothing. 
“A misunderstanding, perhaps?” Aaron said to the thief, hoping the man would just give up. 
“No misunderstanding at all," said the cloaked man. "Now if you don’t mind, I really must be
going.” He jumped forward, swinging his blade and launching another attack. 
Aaron resolved that the thief would not be going anywhere. He had given his oath to help the city
guards keep the peace and that most certainly meant apprehending a thief. He also knew that if the Xallan soldiers got involved in such a matter, there would be bigger problems. It would be best for all concerned if Aaron handled this, and quickly. 
Aaron quickly dodged the thief’s sword then went on the attack himself, pressing the man back
toward the wall of the inn, keeping his sword moving so the thief would not have a chance to run. One of
the people who worked at the inn ran down the street calling for the city guard and the Xallans took up a position behind Aaron and drew their swords. 
"Stand down," Aaron told them in Xallan. "I will handle this." 
The Xallans stepped back, heeding his words and recognizing the Maramyrian crest he wore, but
they kept their swords drawn, regardless. Aaron fought hard, trading blow for blow with the cloaked man
and was impressed at the man’s swordsmanship. 
“I’m sorry but I really can’t let you leave,” Aaron told him. "It would be better if you would just
give up now." 
The thief laughed sarcastically in response and stepped up his attack. He was fast. 
“You’re from the Academy,” the thief commented. 
“Yes,” Aaron told him. 
“Some petty noble out for his good deed of the day then?” the thief scoffed. “Just my luck!” 
The thief pushed harder, trying to move Aaron back so he might break free. Aaron pushed back, 
increasing the speed of his cuts and slashes. The thief blocked them easily and Aaron wondered just how
good the man was. 
“You know the Academy?” Aaron asked. The thief smiled. 
“I might have spent some time there,” he replied then redoubled his attack. Aaron wondered why a
former member of the Academy would be out stealing from the city’s guests. “I’ll bet you’re even in the
first division,” the thief guessed. 
“That’s right,” Aaron confirmed, stepping up his attack even more yet, finding that the thief matched
him block for blow. 
“You’d have to be. You’d probably kill someone from the lesser divisions just by accident. Most of
them are useless with a blade and you're not half bad,” the thief commented. Aaron cocked his head. 
“I haven’t killed you yet,” he said to the man and the thief smiled. 
“I like your sense of humor,” he responded and then, for some reason, he ceased his attack, stepped
back against the wall and let his sword hang loosely in his hand, allowing it to fall to the ground with a clatter. Aaron noticed that the hilt of the man's sword was wrapped in the same fashion as his own. The
man smiled as Aaron picked up the sword. 
Aaron could feel the Xallan soldiers standing their guard but he had also not noticed that a unit of
the city guard had taken positions in a semi-circle around him while a small crowd had gathered nearby, 
watching. Aaron also noticed Lord Carlis standing off to one side, looking concerned. 
The Guard Captain arrived and called for everyone to disperse. The Xallans sheathed their swords
and the Maramyrian guards moved in to take hold of the thief. Aaron turned and watched as they removed
a pouch from beneath the thief’s cloak and patted him down for any weapons he might have hidden on
him. The found only a dagger in his boot and, satisfied that he was no longer a danger, led him from the
inn. As the thief passed by he looked directly at Aaron, as if attempting to burn his picture into his
memory. 
“What is your name, friend, that I might know who bested me this day,” asked the thief. 
“Aaron,” he told him. “And yours?” The thief smiled at him and Aaron could not figure out why. He
also wondered why the man claimed Aaron had won the fight. 
“They call me Jax. For how much longer, I don’t know. They might hang me for this," said the thief, 
then he shrugged. “That’s life. Easy come, easy go.” He smiled at Aaron as he was hauled away by
several of the guards. The guard captain approached Aaron with the bag the thief had carried. 
“You said your name was Aaron,” said the captain of the guard. Aaron nodded. “Then, Aaron, you
may return these belongings to the Xallan ambassador. As a commoner, I am not permitted to address
visiting dignitaries nor am I permitted to know what items or papers he carries and cannot open this to
determine what is his and what belonged to the thief. As you are clearly of rank, I submit to you this task. 
You have done a great service today. Thank you," said the guard captain in a voice that was audible to both the Xallan ambassador and the remaining members of the crowd who had begun to disperse. 
Aaron was impressed at the guard captain’s grasp of diplomacy and protocol. He himself had been
unaware that the common guards were prohibited from direct interaction with the Xallan nobles. Despite
being garbed as a member of the High Academy, he was not much more than a commoner himself, but he
supposed it was simply a matter of protocal and he qualified for the task. He had also been the one to
catch the thief, so it was also fitting. 
“I am glad to be of service,” Aaron told him. He held up the sword he had taken from Jax the theif. 
“What am I to do with this?” he asked. 
The guard captain looked at the leather-wrapped blade and shrugged. 
“It is yours by right of match,” he suggested, giving his interpretation of the long-standing
Maramyrian custom. “The thief has forfeited his right to property, either way.” 
The guard captain proffered the pouch containing the Xallan’s jewels. Aaron carefully slid the
second sword into his belt and took the pouch, turning to the Xallan ambassador and speaking in Xallan. 
“Ambassador, I believe these belong to you.” 
The ambassador nodded and breathed a sigh of relief when Aaron handed him the pouch. 
“Yes, that thief would have gotten away if you had not happened along,” he said excitedly in Xallan
then switched to Maramyrian when he saw that nothing was missing. “You are a brave young man and
should be commended by your city for such a concientious deed. Could I invite you to share a drink with
me at this inn where I am staying. Perhaps you might explain to me some things about your city. I have
only just arrived here and will likely be staying a long time.” 
Aaron looked over at Lord Carlis who nodded, indicating that he would meet him inside the inn. 
“I would be happy to share a drink with you, Ambassador…” 
“Xis. Ambassador Rees is my name,” he told him. Satisfied that everything was under control, the
guard captain saluted Aaron and led his men away to continue their patrol and write their reports. Aaron
returned a quick salute and focused back on the Xallan. 
“Ambassador Rees, I was on my way here to this inn to try a fine liqueur this inn is reputed to make
and also to meet a good friend, Lord Carlis, a royal magistrate of Maramyr. Would you be offended if I
requested that he join us? He knows much more about the city than I do, and might be a good person to
know hereabout.” Aaron asked. Though his guards shifted suspiciously in their boots, Rees nodded his
head, pleased at the suggestion. 
“I have heard of Lord Carlis. I would be very pleased to meet him,” said the man and, on cue, 
Carlis walked forward and bowed to the Xallan ambassador, introducing himself. 
Though the ambassador’s bodyguard stared suspiciously at both Aaron and Lord Carlis throughout, 
it was an excellent introduction for Aaron to meet his first Xallan, a people he had only read about. They were a typically pale-skinned people with dark hair and Aaron thought the Ambassador might have been
representative of his people were it not for the redness in his face that was a sign of having enjoyed far too much drink for far too many years. As it turned out, Rees was part of a delegation that Calexis had
decided should remain in Maramyr to handle any negotiations for security and trade between the two
lands and Carlis was exactly the kind of person with whom Rees was supposed to get better aquainted. 
Carlis, who was never one to pass up a good opportunity to learn of more opportunities, was pleased to
meet the man and further pleased that the Ambassador felt indebted to Aaron and, by extension, himself
for having rescued his valuables. 
They talked and drank for some time until Rees had to excuse himself to ready himself for yet
another banquet at the palace, As much as they talked about all manner of things and covered various
subjects, Aaron did notice, that Rees tended to keep to matters of a more cultural or economic nature, 
rather than political or military. Carlis explained that it was common for diplomats to engage in such talk in order to avoid making political commitments or accidentally divulging military information. As the key representative of Queen Calexis, if Rees were to say the wrong thing, it could easily result in a war. 
Aaron had fond the conversation interesting, but was surprised when Carlis commented on how fruitful he
thought the conversation had been. As they made their way from the inn toward the district where Ehlena's aunt lived, Aaron marvelled at how Carlis saw possibilities in just about everything. 
It was late in the afternoon when Aaron and Carlis arrived at the Valamyr household and Lady
Elaine had left word with her personal guards that Carlis be conducted to her immediately upon his
arrival. She had also instructed that Aaron could wait in the garden. Aaron followed a servant through
several inner passages and was led through a door that led out into an elaborate garden, beautifully
planted with a variety of flowers, plants and even some small trees. The servant conducted Aaron to a
finely lacquered wooden bench beneath the one large tree in the garden and told him that he would return
with some refreshment. Aaron sat on the bench and closed his eyes, taking a moment to gather his
thoughts. 
It had been an exciting afternoon and though Carlis had assured him that he had handled everything
with the ambassador beautifully, Aaron felt the tension lodging itself in his neck. He worried that perhaps it might be the onset of one of his strange headaches, but the pain began to recede again as he relaxed. He was so lost in his own thoughts that he did not notice when the scent of flowers filled his nostrils and a pair of nearly silent footsteps approached him. He felt something warm on the side of his face and opened his eyes to find Ehlena planting a kiss on his cheek. Surprised, Aaron nearly tumbled off the bench. Ehlena jumped back, worried he would make her drop the two crystal glasses of wine she carried. 
“I though you might be thirsty after all that fighting,” she said and offered him one. Aaron smiled
back at her, at once remembering Ehlena’s mischevious charm. And here he was, hoping to relax. "I heard you had an eventful day.” 
“It wasn’t anything, really,” Aaron told her. “I caught a thief.” 
“I heard you were quite the dashing hero!” she said and took a sip from her glass. 
“I suspect Carlis might have exaggerated. It isn't like I rescued anyone, just a bag of jewels for the
Xallan ambassador,” Aaron said modestly. Ehlena smiled at him then gave him a narrow look. 
“I have been wondering when you would come and visit me, Aaron," she chided. "I should consider it to be almost rude that you took as long as you did." Aaron choked on the light wine. 
“This is the first time I have been free. They keep us very busy at the Academy,” Aaron told her. 
“Not busy enough that you couldn’t find time to visit the temples,” Ehlena said, accusingly. Aaron
sat up a little straighter. 
“How do you know I went there?” he asked, a little nervous. 
She smiled again and pushed him gently. 
“I saw you there, silly,” she said. “You had a very serious look about you too.” 
Ehlena pursed her lips and wrinkled her brow in mock seriousness. Aaron wondered what she was
doing at the temple square. Ehlena laughed and pointed at his face. “That look! That’s exactly the way you looked, stalking around the black robes acting very important like a serious soldier.” 
Aaron sighed. The girl could never be serious, even for a moment. 
"So, what were you doing there?" she asked. 
“I was looking for something." 
“And, did you find whatever it was you were looking for?” 
“No. Not really. Just empty buildings.” Aaron had hoped his visit to the temples would have
revealed something to him about the Priesthood and their book and, for some reason he felt that he had
learned something, but he could not figure out what it was exactly. 
Ehlena sighed then she stood and began to pace, frustrated for similar reasons. 
“Ever since Cerric made the Priesthood and their stupid book the religion of Maramyr, it’s pretty
hard to worship the old gods without attracting unwanted attention. All you have to do is swear something on one of them, even if it's just an expression, and black robes will be all over you asking if you’d like to learn about their special book,” Ehlena said. 
“That was part of what I was trying to figure out,” Aaron told her. “The importance of this book." 
Ehlena stopped and looked at him curiously. 
“You were at the temple of the Lady. You won't find much about the Priesthood there." 
"I visited all five of the major temples," Aaron said. "They were all the same. All of them were empty and the whole area was crawling with mage-priests. What were you doing there, anyway?" 
Ehlena sighed and sat back down. Aaron wondered what had the girl so worked up. “I visit the
Lady sometimes. Something about her temple reminds me of my mother.” 
Ehlena fidgeted impatiently, frustrated with her thoughts. Part of her wanted to tell Aaron about the
Lady and another part of her was worried at how he might react, whether he might think she was crazy for
thinking the Lady had actually talked with her, that she had even become a priestess. 
“Did your mother follow the Lady?” Aaron asked. Ehlena cast him a suspicious look then she
relaxed again, remembering that Aaron was her friend and she supposed it was okay to trust him. 
“Yes,” she said, then looked around to be sure that there was no one near. “She was a priestess of
the lady. Not many people knew it, save those who follow the Lady.” Ehlena dug a finger under the collar
of her dress and pulled out a chain with a simple pendant on it. It was of a leaf and flower, the same kind Aaron had seen in the fountain in the temple and looked to be made of the same silvery gold metal as the
ring he had found. Aaron was surprised that he did not notice the pendant when they had travelled to
Maramyr. “This was hers. I keep it hidden because of the Priesthood.” Aaron nodded and his thumb
touched the ring on his smallest finger. He held it up to show Ehlena the simple band. 
“I found this,” he told her. Ehlena looked at it and smiled. 
“Where? In the temple?” she asked. Aaron nodded as she looked closer. “It’s a gift from the Lady, it
must be. Where did you find it?” Aaron decided to tell her about having seen the woman at the fountain
and how he tripped over the small ring. Excited, Ehlena bounded to her feet. “It’s definitely a gift. You should count yourself blessed Aaron. A lot of men may pray to the Lady, but she rarely reveals herself to them. She is a goddess, after all.” 
“I don’t know what she would want with me, but if the Lady wants to give me a ring, then I suppose
I’d better keep it. I hope that doesn't mean she wants to marry me, though." he joked. Ehlena rolled her eyes. 
“And that’s why she doesn’t reveal herself to men. You can't take anything seriously. Of course you
must keep it! You wouldn’t want to offend a goddess, now would you? Do you think it is wise to wear it
so openly though?” she asked. 
“Why not? It’s just a ring,” he said. Ehlena gave him an exasperated look. 
“Sure, it’s a ring, simple to look at, but not many rings are made of silvergold,” she told him. Aaron
had heard of silvergold but he had never seen it, or knew what it was until now. “It’s extremely rare and said to have magical qualities. Only holy things are ever made of it and some say that no living hand can work the metal, that the few pieces that do exist, like my pendant and your ring, were made by the gods
themselves.” Ehlena did not mention the knife that rested against her thigh, strapped to her garter. 
Of the few times Aaron had read about silvergold, it had always been in reference to some object
that was said to have been crafted by divine powers. And from the things Anonymous had told him, it was
entirely possible that the ring on his finger could have been made by a god. Perhaps Ehlena was right and it might be better that he didn't wear it on his hand. He tugged at it with his fingers and found that it was fastened tight. It would not come off. 
“I can’t get it off,” he told her. Ehlena tried pulling at it and found that it would not even rotate
around his finger. 
“Was it hard to put on?” she asked. Aaron shook his head. 
“It went on easily,” he told her. 
“Wait here a moment,” she said then dashed into the house. Aaron wet the ring with some of the
wine from his glass and tried to work it off his finger again but to no avail. Within a few moments, Ehlena returned with a cup and what looked like a small cake. Aaron smelled it right away and recognized it as
soap. She dipped it in the water and held it up to Aaron’s hand. “I know how you hate soap, but this might help.” she offered. 
"I don't hate soap, Ehlena," Aaron told her. At the Academy, he had become much more accustomed to regular bathing, especially after the grueling training workouts he and the other students were put
through on a regular basis. "In fact, I washed up this morning, before I came to see you." 
"You make me feel just like a princess, Aaron," Ehlena said, her voice honeyed sweetly, with
dripping sarcasm. "Give me your hand." 
Aaron let her take his hand and within a few moments, she had his little finger lathered with the
fragrant soap. Again, despite all her efforts, the ring would not budge. After trying to move it and letting Aaron try it again, Ehlena shrugged and gave up, letting him rinse the soap off his hand with the cup of
water. 
“Does it hurt?” she asked. 
“No. Even when I try to pull it off, it doesn’t hurt. It just won’t move,” he told her. 
“Well, that settles it then. You are meant to wear it. That’s what the Lady wants, that’s what she
gets,” she pronounced as though she were an authority on the matter. Aaron laughed. 
“Like most ladies, I suppose,” he joked. Ehlena hit him on the arm. 
“Yes. And that’s as it should be. And don’t you forget it!” She laughed and so did Aaron. A voice
from across the garden called to them. 
“I see you two are having a good visit,” Carlis said as he and Lady Valamyr appeared through a
nearby archway. They walked over to Aaron and Ehlena, who stood up from the bench where they had
been sitting and Ehlena quickly tucked her pendant back into her dress. 
“Lord Carlis has been telling me some very pleasing things about you Aaron. I am happy to see that
you are turning out to be the honorable young man that I though you were when we first met,” said Lady
Elaine. Aaron caught the hint about being honorable and despite her tone, Aaron could tell the
noblewoman clearly continued to disapprove of his frienship with her niece. 
“Thank you," Aaron said. "I have been doing my best at the Academy, Lady Valamyr.” 
She smiled at him, with just a hint of warmth. 
“Please, when we are in the privacy of my own garden, you may call me Lady Elaine.” 
“I appreciate your hospitality, Lady Elaine.” Aaron responded more formally, a little irritated by
the woman's incessant condescension but figuring it would be easiest just to play along. "And thank you for your assistance upon my arrival at Maramyr. I am forever in your debt." 
Lady Valamyr gave Carlis a pleased look. 
“And now they’ve got him talking like a noble courtier too! A fine young man,” she said to Carlis. 
“You are welcome to visit us Aaron, provided we are not otherwise engaged, which we unfortunately are
this evening. Ehlena is to accompany me to a ball at the palace this night. Perhaps you could visit again in a day or two?” 
“I have three more days of leave during the royal visit,” he told her. “Perhaps, if there is time, I
might visit once more before they lock me away in the Academy for another season.” Elaine smiled and
Carlis stroked his chin as it seemed was his habit when and idea came upon him. 
“Forgive me Elaine for being forward, but perhaps Aaron would make the perfect escort for your
niece this evening. He’s at the Academy and, like the young nobles there, required to wear the Academy
colors, even when on leave. Even the young nobles at the Academy who are of Maramyr and whose faces
we all know, are wearing the Academy colors. Who is to say that Aaron is not a noble from one of the
provinces?” Carlis held his breath while Elaine pursed her lips, considering the scheme. She looked at
her niece and then gave Aaron a look with an expression on her face that reminded him of a cat with a
mouse under its paw. 
“One of these days, our beloved Lord Carlis will catch himself in one of his clever schemes. But, I
suppose it wouldn’t be entirely inappropriate for my niece to be escorted by a young man from the
Academy.” 
Carlis exhaled, pleased that Lady Elaine had not chewed off his head at the suggestion. She did
squeeze his hand a little too firmly for his comfort and he knew that he might hear about it later, if she was not totally pleased with the outcome of the evening. 
“I would be honored to escort your niece to the ball and will make it my duty to see that she is
treated honorably by all the young men who might wish a dance with her. I am especially suited to keep an eye on her since dancing is one of the more tragic gaps in my education.” Aaron told her, hoping that
attending a ball did not also require one to dance. Elaine laughed. 
“I will expect reports on the conduct of every young man who dances with Ehlena,” she said. “And
perhaps, if there is time, Ehlena might teach you one of the simpler dances. She is an excellent dancer.” 
“If there is time,” Ehlena added with a smile and a small curtsy. 
“Good. Then we will make ourselves ready and leave the men to do the same.” Elaine released
Carlis’ arm and, on cue, Ehlena stepped lightly to her aunt’s side. She turned and winked at Aaron. 
“I will bring my carriage, unless the lady prefers her own,” Carlis offered. Elaine smiled. 
“Yours will do,” she said and turned, leading her wayward niece into the building. Carlis chuckled. 
“Expertly played my boy,” he said once the two women were out of earshot. “I though she was
going to cut out my tongue for putting her on the spot like that. Elaine wants to shop her niece around at the ball. She has decided that it is about time that Ehlena finds herself some suitors.” 
“You mentioned that earlier,” Aaron commented, and for some reason the idea bothered him, though
he did his best not to show it. 
“Yes, I did. And you handled it beautifully. Thank you, Aaron. I don’t know why, but I’d really like
for you to do well at Maramyr and you certainly don’t disappoint.” 
“Will there be there a lot of dancing?” Aaron had to ask. Carlis laughed. 
“Some,” he said. “But most of it is done by the young ladies and the many suitors lurking around the
court. Those of us with other interests usually spend our time drinking and talking about things of varying importance.” 
“Such as…” Aaron said, knowing what the response would be. 
“Politics, money, women.” Carlis laughed and led Aaron out of the garden. “What else is there?” 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
It was late when Aaron returned to his room at the Academy. He found Borrican leaning back in a
chair with his feet propped up on the small writing table that came with the room. He held a near-empty
bottle loosely in one hand and, in the other, an envelope sealed with dark red wax. 
“My, aren’t we the dandy, out all evening!” Borrican smiled as he blinked his reddened eyelids. 
Aaron wondered how long the Kandaran prince had been sitting there. 
“Went to the ball at the palace,” Aaron told him. He had hoped to see Borrican there and had
wondered why he did not attend. 
“And was the ball to the gentleman’s liking?” his friend asked with a relaxed and bemused smile
that suggested he had been out most of the evening himself. 
“It was interesting,” Aaron said. “You didn’t go.” 
Aaron pulled the two swords from his belt and lay them next to each other on the bed. Carlis had
lent him an extra scabbard for the sword he had taken from the theif as bare steel was prohibited at the
festivities. The two swords at his belt had made quite the impression on a number of young ladies at the
ball, so Carlis had told him. Apparently, many young women were attracted to young men who looked
dangerous. Aaron kicked off his boots and, out of curiosity, began unravelling the leather from the hilt of his recently acquired blade. 
“No.” Borrican snorted after a moment. “As a representative of Kandara, I am no longer welcome
at the palace of Maramyr.” 
“What happened?” Aaron asked then caught himself, wondering if it was an appropriate question. 
Borrican shook his head and took another drink from the bottle. 
“That’s just the thing. Nobody knows for sure, but in Maramyr, it seems that Kandara is out and the
Xallan’s are in. Calexis is quickly becoming Cerric’s new best friend,” he said, with no small amount of
sarcasm in his voice. "I’ll probably have to leave for Kandara soon as it appears I am no longer welcome in this country.” Borrican sighed deeply. 
Aaron may have only really read about politics and what little practical understanding he had
gleaned from his time in the city and through his tag-alongs with Borrican had given him the impression
that relations between the various countries were often precarious, but he was still surprised at how
quickly the tides had changed. Borrican rose from his seat. 
“On a brighter note, that’s a pretty fancy blade,” he told Aaron who had removed all the binding
from Jax’s sword. Aaron turned it over slowly in his hand, surprised himself at the high quality of it. 
Aaron was taken aback. The sword was so familiar to him. 
In fact, the thief’s sword was nearly identical to Aaron’s, save a few details in the grip. The only
real difference was that where Aaron’s sword was bejeweled with a large ruby, this one glittered green
with a deep colored emerald. Aaron wondered where the thief had gotten the sword. 
At first he figured it was probably stolen, but the thief had spoken about the Academy as if he had
trained there. Perhaps it truly did belong to him. Aaron wondered who Jax really was and why he carried
a sword so much like the one he had inherited from Tarnath. He frowned. The thief was probably locked
in a dungeon by now or might even be dead, killed as punishment for his thievery. Aaron had been told by
one of the Academy captains that justice was swift in Cerric’s Maramyr and that a man caught in the
morning could be convicted by midday and hung before nightfall. One of the other captains had also
commented that the same convict could then have his name cleared the following day by a new piece of
evidence, but fat lot of good it would do him though after having his neck already stretched on a rope. 
Aaron frowned. He had not wanted anyone to be killed. He had simply been doing his duty as was
expected of any Academy trainee. 
“I caught a man stealing from someone in the royal village today.” Aaron explained. “Maramyrian
custom says that his sword is now mine, but it wasn't a proper duel, so I think it still belongs to the thief.” 
Borrican nodded thoughtfully. 
“He probably stole it," he said, echoing Aaron's own thoughts. "I'd say it's yours now, and it sure is beautiful. Two swords are better than one! That’s what I always say!” Borican joked with the well-worn
expression. Aaron nodded. 
“I guess I better wrap it back up again,” Aaron said. Borrican shrugged and handed the envelope in
his hand to Aaron. 
“Maybe not. This came for you. I’ve seen this kind of envelope before.” Aaron took it and saw the
Maramyrian royal seal. 
“It’s from the palace," Aaron said, wondering what the palace might want with him. Given his day, 
thus far, part of him did not want to know. "Here, you read it." 
Aaron handed it back to his friend and continued wrapping his newly acquired sword in Academy
fashion. Borrican took the letter and, in the voice of a high dramatist playing a king’s courtier, read it aloud. 
“Aaron Coromay, Academy Trainee…blah, blah, blah…distinguished...bravery... You have been
awarded a commission in the Royal Maramyrian Rangers at the officer’s rank of Captain… Captain
Aaron! Congratulations!” he exclaimed, then continued reading. “You will present yourself and this letter to the Senior Captain of the Royal Maramyrian Academy at first light to receive your confirmation and to
swear oaths of fealty to Maramyr and her crown. You will then present yourself at the palace armory and
await your orders. Now, this is interesting. This letter was written by order of her Royal Highness, 
Ariana Coromyr, Princess of Maramyr.” 
Borrican looked at his friend. Aaron thought perhaps he too should feel more exuberance but the
combined effects of a long day, some much wine and the news that Borrican was leaving Maramyr under
less than favourable terms dulled his elation. At the same time, he really was excited that he had been
promoted and made Captain, then he began to feel a little uncomfortable as Borrican continued to stare at him, scrutinizing him. He stood and stared back at the Kandran prince. 
“What?” he asked. Borrican gave him a cockeyed look. 
“By order of the Princess, Ariana?" Borrican repeated, handing the letter to Aaron. 
"...by order of her Royal highness, Ariana, Princess of Maramyr," Aaron read the last part again. 
"Something going on between the two of you?" Borrican asked. Aaron coughed. "Cause I'd fight you for her if that's what it takes. I don't want to fight you, cause you're my friend, but I'll do it." Borrican lurched to his feet and Aaron could now tell that the Kandaran prince was very drunk. 
“Don't be ridiculous,” Aaron said. "There is nothing going on between me and the princess. Why
would there be? You know as well as I do, there is no way I could be involved with someone of such
noble birth. Plus, I don't think she likes me all that much anyway." 
Borrican shook his head and laughed, holding out the bottle to his newly promoted friend. 
“Relax, Aaron. I'm just joking. I'm not jealous at all," he said, though Aaron wondered exactly what order his thoughts were in, given how addled with drink his mind was at the moment. "On behalf of the Royal Seat of Kandara, congratulations on your commission. As an ally of Kandara and a friend to her
prince, you are welcome among us. Now have a drink with me and swear you'll keep my princess safe.” 
He proffered the bottle again and Aaron took it. 
“Thanks, Borrican,” Aaron said and took a drink from the bottle. Borrican snatched it from him and
drank the rest. 
“Now lets have a drink to top off the evening,” his friend, the Kandaran prince suggested and pulled
out his flask, shaking it to see that it was full. It was. He smiled, then sat back down in the chair and promptly passed out. 


*****
Aaron had hoped to find Anonymous in his secret library and say goodbye to the mysterious mage
but found the place deserted save for the countless volumes sitting silently on their many shelves. He was about to leave when he saw a lone piece of parchment on the large table where Anonymous usually sat
and did most of his invisible writing. 
Though he still did not understand why he was able to read the words of the cursed mage, Aaron
was glad, since the parchment was a note addressed to him. Anonymous himself had left Maramyr for a
time. He had written that some things were happening in the Xallan capital that he wished to get a closer look at and would not return for some time. He wished Aaron luck and also congratulations on his
promotion. The fact that Anonymous already knew of it was hardly a surprise to Aaron. The mage seemed
to know just about everything that went on just about everywhere. He looked around but found that
Anonymous had taken his ink and quill with him. Perhaps he would return to Maramyr before the mage
returned from Xalla. He turned over the paper so he would know that Aaron had read it and set off for his appointment with the senior captain. 
Nathas sat at his desk reading over his own letter from the princess when Aaron entered, first thing
the next morning. He bid the young man sit. It was early and he too was feeling the effects of the wine he had enjoyed. He knew that Aaron had attended the palace ball and was likely in the same or worse shape
than he, a seasoned veteran, was. 
“Aaron. Good to see you. How go your studies?” he asked. 
“I’ve just finished the histories of the third Maeran dynasty.” Aaron told him. “I can’t say that they
were all that fascinating. At least not until the end when they started having all those pirate troubles. I still haven’t finished the rest.” 
“Ah, yes. The pirates. That's where things get really interesting,” Nathas said with a laugh then
turned to a more serious tone. “Well I might as well tell you how the story goes. The simple version of the story is that the pirates took over Meer Island and still run it to this day. And that, my boy, is the history of the fourth Maeran dynasty. I’ll bet you no history book could tell you as concisely as that.” 
“But isn’t there some Lord Maer-tana or such who rules the island now? I thought the name was a
continuation of the line.” Aaron asked. 
“You don’t speak any Maeran do you?” 
"Some," Aaron told him. 
“Well, it’s not the simplest of tongues. ‘Tana’ is a word from Old Maeran. It means ‘killer’. Almost
a hundred years ago, a pirate by the name of Faltan allied with some of the other pirate Captains and
conquered the island. He and his allies killed most of the ruling family and assumed control of the island. 
It was a very bloody affair and, to finish the business, he gave himself the title, Maer-tana which means both Maeran-killer and also ocean-killer, from the ancient word Meer which means ocean. Essentially
Maer-tana means pirate. 
"While a few of the nobles may have escaped to Aghlar, most of those who could reach their ships
were killed on the seas by the pirates. It was some dirty business. Things have settled there since then and the current man in charge is supposed to be a more reasonable sort. They don’t have the usual hereditary
rulers on Meer. The nobles, all descendents of Faltan and his allies, elect a ruler from amongst
themselves. He’s in charge, for better or for worse for ten years, or until his death, whichever comes first. 
It's an interesting way of running things, don’t you think?” 
Aaron nodded in agreement, thinking he would have to learn more about this fourth Maeran dynasty. 
“The tutors tell me that you’ve finished all the required studies," Nathas said. Aaron nodded. “And
you’ve obviously done well with your weapons training, not that we had much to teach you. Frankly, I
was hoping I’d have time to see how many of old Tarnath’s tricks you learned but it seems your stay is
going to be even shorter than we thought. You’re being given a job, and quite a good one at that. It says here that you have been requested by the crown princess Ariana herself.” Nathas held up a similar letter
to the one Aaron had received. Aaron held out his own copy and slid it across the desk to the Senior
Captain. 
“I received a copy of the letter last night,” Aaron told him. 
“It helps to have friends in high places,” mused Nathas. “I have also recommended that you be
assigned to the Rangers.” 
“The Rangers?” Aaron had heard about the Maramyrian Rangers but he had not yet met a member of
their ranks as they generally kept a low profile. 
“That, was my own recommendation to her highness when she came a calling. The Rangers are
special members in the Maramyrian Army who report directly to the senior commanders. They tend to
work individually or command small units for special assignments. I thought that with your particular
talents, you would be an appropriate addition to the Rangers.” Nathas held up his hand and showed Aaron
a ring on his smallest finger. The solid gold band was faced with a dark green stone in the shape of a leaf. 
He slid a piece of soft cloth across the desk to Aaron. 
‘You did a good thing defending her that day.” Nathas told him as Aaron unfolded the cloth to find
an identical ring inside. Aaron picked up the ring in one hand then, standing at attention, he gave his best salute. 
“Thank you, Senior Captain.” 
“You’re welcome, Captain,” the older man smiled. “I must ask one thing, Aaron and I hope you do
not take offence. Do you think the princess might have requested you for any reason beyond gratitude for
saving her life? Have you noticed any personal element with regards to your relations with the princess?” 
Aaron hardly had to guess at what Nathas was more than suggesting. He shrugged and explained about
how they had met at Autumnfest and that they had since become friends. 
“I hope I haven’t been out of line,” Aaron said. Nathas gave him one further suspicious look. 
“Not unless you’ve got any ‘thoughts’ towards the princess. She can do whatever thoughts she
wants, but it is your duty to defend her honor at all times, and in every way.” Nathas stressed this last part. 
“Absolutely sir,” Aaron assured him. First Ehlena's aunt and now Captain Nathas was warning him
about getting involved with these women who, as far as he was concerned, had become his friends. As
much as he had learned about history, politics and war, he realized he still had a lot to learn about people and all the unwritten rules of society. After staring at him for a moment as if to discern Aaron's
truthfulness, Nathas seemed satisfied and smiled at him. 
“Good. Because you just graduated and you’ll be serving her highness as of this moment.” He stood
and offered his hand. “You have received your first commission as an officer." 
“Thank you, Nathas,” Aaron said. "What is the assignment?" 
“You are now the Captain of her royal highness’ personal escort. She will be traveling from the city
and has requested that you personally lead the guards. Normally, we senior ‘grunt’ types would have a
little celebration involving a lot of ale, to celebrate a promotion like this, but you’re supposed to present yourself to the armory today. I think you’d better get your things ready.” He handed Aaron another letter, this one with his own seal. “Present this at the armory and they will outfit you with your new colors. 
Enjoy the black and gold uniform.” 
“Thank you Nathas.” Aaron told him. 
“Don’t mention it, lad. I had very little to do with it but I’m happy for you.” Nathas stretched and
looked at the Maramyrian coat of arms above the entrance to the small office. “You know the oath?” he
asked. Aaron nodded. “And, as I am your witness, do you swear to it?” 
Aaron nodded again. He knew the oath of fealty to the Maramyria crown as well as every man in
the Maramyrian army did. It had been part of the morning roll call since his first day at the Academy. 
“Then congratulations, young Captain. Serve Maramyr well and keep our fair princess safe.” Aaron
shook his hand and bid Nathas farewell. 


*****
A short while later, Aaron presented himself at the palace wearing his new uniform of fine black
fabric fringed with gold threat and bearing a symbol of the red and gold standard of Maramyr on the
shoulder, under which was sewn a silver chevron that marked his rank. No longer a student, he had
unwrapped his own sword and the hilt sparkled in the sun in contrast to the deep colors of his new
uniform. The ruby blade hanging on his left mirrored the emerald one on his right and when Aaron caught
a reflection of himself in a windowpane he hardly recognized himself, looking every bit the official
Maramyrian captain and nothing like the country lad he had been not so long ago. 
He found the ten members of the escort already in the palace courtyard, securing the wagon and
checking over their weapons and horses. Aaron recognised several of them from the escort that had
accompanied Borrican’s uncle, the Kandran Duke Boric during his visit to the palace. They snapped to
attention as he approached, though he noticed several of the men's expressions appeared to be somewhat
unenthused and perhaps even skeptical. Aaron realized that several of them might be twice his age, but as an officer he now outranked them, and that likely rankled their pride. From their perspective, he might
appear to be nothing more than a fresh graduate from the Academy, given the appointment through some
connection or favor, rather than having earned it. Aaron conceded that both things were true, but he
realized he would probably have to win the respect of the men, regardless of what he had done to earn
this position. He nodded respectfully to them the same way he had seen Nathas do when he was done
giving out formal commands and the soldiers went back to their tasks. 
Aaron heard voices approaching and he turned to see a familiar face accompanying the princess. He
smiled at his friends, surprised to see Borrican up and about, with no sign that he had been drinking
heavily the night before. 
“Captain Coromay!” Borrican called out loudly, clapping Aaron on the back. "I thought I would
come see you off on your journey. How does it feel having troops to command?" 
“I was just saluted for the very first time,” Aaron said. "Not sure if I'll ever get used to that." He turned to look at the men, who were once again standing at attention. Aaron realized that they were
waiting for him to address the princess. "Speaking of which, Captain Aaron Coromay, reporting for
service, your highness." 
Aaron saluted Ariana and she cast a commanding look over him and the men behind him. 
“Everything looks fine here, Captain,” she said. Aaron turned to the men and one of them stepped
forward. He was younger than the others, closer to Aaron's age and was one of the few who did not look
at him with the same skepticism that the others did. 
"Your orders, sir?" he asked. 
Aaron looked over the men and realized he really was the one in command. He was also thankful
that the man had prompted him, though a little embarrassed at the same time. 
"What's your name, soldier?" Aaron asked him. 
"Grant," the man said. "Corporal Grant." 
“All right, Grant. You're first scout." Aaron pointed to the others. "You three will ride ahead, you four in back, each of you on either side of the wagon." Then Aaron pointed to the one remaining soldier who was the biggest of the bunch, a great hulking man and who looked like he could crush a horse just by
sitting on it. "And you. You're driving the wagon. Positions will rotate every day." 
“Exactly what I would have done,” Ariana told him. 
“Good thing you got to it first, Aaron. In case you hadn't noticed, the Princess isn't known for her
patience,” Borrican teased. Ariana frowned and elbowed the prince in the ribs. “I’ll be surprised if you
get to give any orders the whole trip. You might be of better use to her highness if you learned how to
sew. Apparently she’s atrocious at it.” Borrican laughed. 
"That is just about enough out of you, prince Borrican," Ariana scolded. Borrican laughed then took her hand in his, giving her a solemn look. 
“In all seriousness, Ariana. I wish you a safe journey and that you may return safe to Maramyr with
good speed.” 
He reached out to give her an embrace but Ariana pulled away from him, then she briskly walked
over to her horse, stepped into the stirrup and swung herself up into the saddle. 
"When next we see each other, Borrican," Ariana said. "I should hope you would show a few more manners." She nudged her grey stallion forward, proceeding toward the gate. 
"What did I say?" Borrican asked, giving Aaron an exasperated look. Aaron stifled a laugh as he mounted his horse. Borrican shrugged and smiled. The escort and the wagon began to move in concert
with Ariana but Aaron reined back his horse to say his goodbyes to the Kandaran prince. 
“I am leaving Maramyr in two days," Borrican told him. "My uncle Boric is travelling back from
the eastern ranges where he has been investigating these stories of Kandarans raiding the Xallan lands. 
Something is up with the Xallans and with them getting so chummy with Ariana’s uncle, it might be safer
for me to return home.” Borrican looked at the princess briefly but Ariana only sighed. There was nothing she could do for him while her uncle still ruled. He turned back to Aaron. “I hope that you will visit me in Kandara some day Aaron.” Borrican extended a hand. Aaron reached down from his mount to clasp it. 
“I hope so,” he told the prince. Borrican smiled. 
“Good. Now you best be off to protect the people from the beautiful and dangerous princess, I mean
protect the beautiful princess,” he joked as he watched Ariana’s train disappearing. Aaron nodded and
smiled as he nudged his mount forward to catch up. Borrican waved at his friend as he disappeared past a
tall stone wall. 
The sun was warm for this late in autumn and seemed to shine a good omen for their journey. By the
time they had left Maramyr behind, the sun had started its journey across the sky. It would take at least three weeks in the mountains to reach Iron Gate Keep to the north and they would pass near the southern
range of the Kandaran mountains. Aaron wondered how his friend Borrican fared at home. Perhaps after
this business at Blue Island, he could visit his friend. Blue Island, he thought, wondering what strangeness lay in store for him at the magical island. Aaron decided to ask the Princess what she knew about it and
pushed his mount up the line to where she rode. 
Within a few days of riding at a brisk pace as they followed the road through the trees into the
mountain forests, they made their way beyond the foothills and into winding passes of the mountain range
to the northwest. The weather held out for the first week, then the snows came. Lightly at first, a few tiny specks came drifting out of the dark grey skies then after a day or two of that, the specks of snow
increased to full-fledged flakes and started descending in droves. They were passing near the edge
Kandara now, Aaron thought they must already have a lot of snow being situated that much higher as well
as so far to the north. It was too bad they would not be visiting Borrican's country because he would have liked to see the legendary mountain city his friend had told him so much about. 


*****
Dakar opened an old volume he had been studying of late. The book’s magic was from an older
time when there were many more mages walking the land. He studied the notes of the mage who had
worked this particular spell so many times in the past. The mage had been a jailer, charged with the task of subduing the power of rogue mages who had used their power against the kingdom and the now
disbanded Mages’ Council. 
Once mages who had served their sentences were set to be released from their imprisonment, the
Mage’s Council would set a kind of probation on them, a spell that would track their movements and
ensure that they did not go back to their ill ways once returned to the world. This spell would allow
Dakar to keep an eye on the Princess and ensure that once she reached Blue Island, that she would come
into contact with the right people. He had worked hard to build up the political strength of the Priesthood at Maramyr and he wanted to make sure that when Ariana returned, her loyalty was not only to the one
faith, but to him as well. The spell would ensure that Dakar’s own brethren among the priesthood would
not be able to betray him and seize the princess as a pawn for their own political gain. 
Dakar breathed deeply and summoned his power to him, feeling it surge around him, augmented by
his subservience to the book. A powerful mage on his own, Dakar was all the more powerful as a priest. 
He felt the connection to the book as it filtered power to him from the many mages of the priesthood that he had ensorcelled with the book's power. They would feel him working magic, but it did not matter. The
spell was powerful, but not overly so. Should any of them ask about it, he would tell them he had been
given the task of scrying on the Xallan capital. Such an explanation would certainly suffice. 
He focused his will and his eyes turned smoky black from the magic. His vision grew until he flew
along at an eagle’s pace from the palace and from Maramyr, into the forests to the east along the trail the princess rode. They had left only days ago and would not be too far along their journey. He felt her briefly somewhere in the distance, among the trees but somehow, he could not find exactly where she was. He
summoned more power. The spell demanded that he first locate her with his mage’s sight before he could
begin the second part of the magic that would track her, but for some reason he could not find her. 
Frustrated, Dakar swore to himself and redoubled his efforts. Where he thought he had felt the
Princess, he found only the forest and its many creatures. Rabbits bounded away, frightened as they felt
his magical gaze upon them and deer paused from their grazing to stare back at the emptiness that was
interrupted by the presence of the black-robed mage. Where was she? Dakar felt sweat beading on his
forehead. He felt nothing and saw nothing but forest. The Princess was gone. 
Dakar refused to believe it. Though his power told him one thing, logic told him that Ariana should
be there. He calmed himself and refocused his will. His power should easily last and he would not rest
until he found her. Dakar hoped he would not have to call on more power from his link to the one book. 
The other mage priests might start to ask questions if he took too much more than he already had. 


*****
As Aaron was unpacking his saddlebags for the night, he noticed that the humming in his head had
gotten stronger again. It had started a few days after they left Maramyr and it had come and gone. But now, it seemed to be increasing in frequency and intensity as well. Some magic was at work, but he knew not
what. He knew the princess was not doing anything, that much he could tell, but some power was affecting
him. He stood still for a moment, shaking his head in an effort to clear it. Aaron swore softly to himself. 
He dropped his things where he stood and leaned his hand against his horse. 
His head throbbed as every sound grew sharp in his ears. Even the rustling of his clothes and the
leather of his boots creaking from his weight were deafening. The fading light of the sun burned his eyes and the cool air that seemed to whip against his skin even though Aaron knew it was only a light breeze, 
whipped across his face, stinging his eyes. His throat felt dry and he reached for his water skin. The skin fell to the ground and Aaron followed moments later. 
As he lay on the rocks clutching his head, one of the soldiers noticed him and came running. His
footsteps thundered in Aaron’s ears. He tried to tell him to stop stomping on the ground but all that
emerged from his mouth was a dry croak. 
“It’s the Captain!” he heard another bellow and more feet pounded up near his head. 
Aaron tried to cry out. Why were they yelling so loudly? 
“Quiet, please...”he tried to beg. Still, his voice failed him. The voices of the others rang in his
ears. The rustling of their clothing was the sound of a waterfall. Their hearts, beating faster as they
approached, echoed against the pounding in his head. Aaron felt like he would die. Why could they not be
quiet. Finally, his voice broke through. 
“Quiet!” he thundered, his voice amplified to an unnatural level. The soldiers who had rushed to
help Aaron stopped in their tracks. Never before had they heard so inhuman a sound. The power of it
flooded into Aaron’s own ears and he felt the world waver as his face met the cool stones on the ground. 
Aaron awoke some time later to a cool feeling on his forehead. He could tell that he was drenched
in sweat but he was laying on something soft and a voice seemed to be talking to him. He turned his head
to the direction of the voice and opened his eyes a crack. The dim light blurred for a moment then cleared as the world came into focus. Beside him, talking into the darkness overhead lay the princess. She lay
with her eyes closed, talking about something. It was her childhood she was telling him about, some time
when she had been ill. Aaron coughed and her eyes flitted open. She turned her head and found him
looking at her through darkened eyes. 
“You’re awake,” she whispered. 
“What am I doing here?” he whispered back. 
“Don’t you remember?” 
“Not really...” he tried to move his head but the movement sent pain shooting up his stiff neck. She
rolled onto her side and propped her head up on her arm. Her green eyes seemed to glow in the faint
candlelight. 
“You made quite the scene. It was terrifying. You were rolling around on the ground, trying to say
something and all the soldiers rushed up to see what was wrong. Then you screamed at them. It was so
loud I thought the mountains would come down around us. You eventually passed out and I had them bring
you here. I didn’t want to take any chances.” Aaron thought he could feel wooden boards beneath the
cushioning on which he lay. 
“Where am I?” he asked. 
“In my tent,” she told him quietly. Aaron’s eyes widened. He tried to push himself up and found that
he could barely move. He felt under the sheet and realized he was naked underneath the thin covering. 
“My clothes, where are they? Princess, it's not proper that I am here.” 
“Aaron, you have slept in my tent for the last three days and I don’t think any of them are worried
about my safety. You have been completely unconscious. You’ve had a massive fever since you fell ill. If
it weren’t for the cool air of winter, I doubt you would be in any shape at all. The safest place for you is here. The mage, Calthas taught me some healing magic and I’ve tried to use some of it on you. Don't
worry, I met with him before we left Maramyr and he showed me a way to use my power without
affecting you too much. It’s difficult though. That ward of yours doesn’t let much through though it seems as though it is getting easier. Or maybe I’m getting better at it. I can use my sight a little more now, too. I hope you don't mind, but in order to use the healing spell, I had to read your mind a little. I tried to ignore it, but I think you were dreaming. Did you really grow up near the Eastern forests, out in the middle of
nowhere, with no one else around except for you uncle? I’ve ridden through that part of the country but
never had the freedom to just explore the woods as you seem to have.” She rolled back and looked at the
canvas overhead. Aaron could feel a slight touch on his thoughts, as though she was still speaking but not aloud. 
“Yes, I did. I really wish you wouldn’t read my mind like that,” he said, feeling a little embarrassed
that she had been able to see his thoughts. When he was at the Academy, as far as anybody knew, he could
have been anything from the eldest son of a Duke or Baron to a Country Squire. It had never bothered him
much that he wasn't of noble birth, but he had felt a little important having been given the rank of captain. 
Now, with the princess having seen the simple world where he grew up, it was obvious that he was just a
common back-country boy. The charade was over but in a way, Aaron was glad not to be pretending
anymore. 
He felt the touch on his mind again. 
“Please, don’t,” he asked. Ariana gasped. 
“How did you... I mean, what did you just do?” she asked. 
“I don’t know.” 
“How did you know I was looking at your thoughts?” Aaron could not tell her. 
“I don’t know. I just kind of knew. Its hard to tell though, over the noise.” 
“What noise?” she asked, trying to hear. It was dead quiet in the camp. He explained about the
humming sound that usually accompanied his attacks and how this time it seemed to linger a bit. 
“Its still there, just not so strong.” he felt a flicker at the edge of his mind and he squinted an eye at her. 
“Sorry, just trying to hear the noise.” she said and clasped her hands together and went back to
staring at the ceiling. 
“I should leave. It's not proper that I’m here in your tent. What will the soldiers think? It would not
do for there to be such gossip about the Crown Princess." 
“Who cares,” she said. “Let them talk. Besides, if all reports of Blue Island are correct, I don’t
think anyone they should care in the slightest who rooms in my tent. People lead, shall we say, freer
lifestyles at the Crystal Palace, so I'm told. Besides, if they think you’re my consort, then maybe they’ll feed you better food when we get there,” she teased gently. 
“But Princess...” 
“No buts, Aaron," she said, cutting him off. "You’re in no shape to do anything and until I decide you’re entirely well, you’re staying right here. That’s an order, and I doubt you could move anyway.” As
much as he wanted to protest, he couldn’t disagree. His arms felt like lead and the rest of him even
heavier. “Now get some sleep,” she told him, put her head down, and rolled her back to him. Aaron
decided not to argue. He was very tired. 
“I’ll leave your things out for you tomorrow,” she said. "And you're more than just some boy from
the country," she added, then she fell fast asleep. 


*****
Out in the darkness, a shape flitted from the shadows and a man appeared in the trees near the camp. 
The guard on watch was just finishing his rounds when a hand covered his mouth and a knife appeared at
his throat. A voice hissed in his ear as he was led away from the camp. 
“A lovely night don’t you think?” whispered the voice as the attacker removed a hand from his
mouth. 
“Perfect, but for the moon and the stars,” the surprised soldier stammered back, keeping his voice
low. 
“Good,” pronounced the voice and the arm released him. The soldier took a step and, in the
darkness of the trees he could see the figure of a man wearing a long, black hooded cloak that concealed
his face. "I have a brief message from your king," the man continued. "You will proceed as planned in three days, once you have reached the south Kandaran pass. Once it is done, you will return and report to his Majesty immediately.” 
“Yes sir,” the soldier said quietly. “You’ve been following us?” The soldier had been on rear
guard and had not noticed anyone on their trail. 
“In a manner of speaking, yes. How many are there in the party who are not part of the plan?” he
asked the soldier. 
“Three, and the Captain, sir.” 
“The Captain. Yes, I had heard there was a change," the shadowy man commented. 
“Princess ordered it, sir. Couldn’t be helped.” The man frowned. 
“Tell me about him, can you deal with him? 
“Yes sir. He’s young, fresh from the Academy. Seems like a nice enough lad, too. It’s a shame but
he shouldn’t be a problem. He’s taken ill with a fever, been unconscious for three days.” 
“Good, then gather the others and plot your attack. If anyone stands in your way, kill them, no matter
how ‘nice’ they are. You will be well rewarded by his majesty," the man in the cloak said. "Here are some things you will need.” 
The cloaked figure dropped a bundle at the soldier's feet then turned and disappeared quickly into
the trees as silently as he had come. 


*****
Cerric strolled through the corridors of the palace, admiring the giant stones and towering columns
that had been built by many kings past. He smiled to himself knowing that soon, it would all be his. Word would not come for several days yet, but he eagerly awaited the news that would make him the true king
of Maramyr and he smiled thinking about the day of his coronation and how glorious it would be. 
He would be king. That much was certain. And as king, he would need an heir, if not a queen. He
wondered who would make a suitable bride and thought of the dark-haired Xallan queen. Perhaps there
might be something further to negotiate with the Xallans. Calexis would surely make a fitting bride for the king of Maramyr and Cerric could not imagine that she would turn down an opportunity to expand the
strength of her empire. Calexis was set to leave Maramyr for her home in Xalla-prime the next day and he
had scheduled one further audience with her. Perhaps being king was not enough. Cerric's thoughts moved
on to wonder what kind of coronation might be appropriate for an emperor. 
As Cerric neared the chambers occupied by the mage-priest Dakar, he heard a murmuring coming
from behind the heavy doors. Curious, he pushed them open and walked into the mage’s outer chamber. 
Devoted primarily to books and desks, the room led to another door from which the voice Cerric
recognized as Dakar’s emanated. He pushed at the inner door and found it locked. 
“Dakar,” Cerric said. “Dakar, open up! It is Cerric, your king.” 
Cerric knocked on the door but there was no answer and the murmuring continued. He persisted, 
hammering his fist on the door and he called out to the mage to answer but there was no response. Cerric
frowned. Dakar would have some explaining to do when he was finished whatever fell magic the priest
was practicing. To not answer a king in his own castle, it was simply unacceptable. Cerric left the mage’s chamber, irritated. There would be some changes at Maramyr once he wore the crown. 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Aaron awoke to the bumping of the wagon on the mountain road. He was wrapped in blankets and
he did not notice at first how cold the air was. He propped himself up on a cushion, glad that his strength was returning, and finding his clothes folded next to him, he pulled them on. His sword was wrapped in
his coat and he let the scabbard lie on the bed as he pushed his arms through the sleeves. Tired from
moving, he slumped onto a cushion for a moment. He felt so weak and awkward being carried in the
wagon but it would have to suffice until his strength was fully restored. The humming noise in his head
had subsided for the most part, but Aaron could feel it, always there, like a kind of pressure from the
inside of his skull. Maybe it would help to move around a little. 
The flaps of the covered wagon were loose in the front and Aaron pushed one aside slightly. It was
already late in the day and the grey afternoon sky had begun to drop heavy flakes of snow, adding to the
thin layer of white that already covered the ground. Ahead of the wagon, rode Ariana and five of her
guards. A wheel bumped off a rock and Aaron smashed his elbow on the edge of the wagon and
repositioned himself, sitting up properly. With a better vantage point, Aaron could see that they were
making good time. The road forked and the left trail took them through a snow-covered pass that was
bordered on one side by a rock cliff and the other by thickly forested incline that may as well have been a cliff. Aaron pushed himself around to the back, hoping to get a better view of which way the high trail
went, supposing it was likely the way northward through the mountains to Kandara. 
Expecting to see the other four guards, he was surprised when he found nothing behind the wagon
but his own horse following on a lead tied to the back of the wagon. Aaron wondered where the other
guards had gone. Perhaps they were scouting, he surmised. He opened the front flaps of the wagon. Seated
ahead of him was one of the guards, holding the reins and driving the wagon. 
“Where is the rear guard?” Aaron asked him, squinting in the bright light. 
“Scouting ahead,” the soldier answered gruffly, without turning. 
Aaron felt a twinge in the back of his neck. He thought at first that his headache might be returning, 
but this was something else. Something was not right. 
“Stop the wagon,” Aaron said to the man. The man did not respond. Aaron tapped on his shoulder
and repeated himself. The man shook his head. 
“Sorry sir, can’t do that,” he said, not even turning to look at him. 
“I order you to stop the wagon here and get the princess,” Aaron told him, this time more forcefully. 
The soldier turned and glanced at him, then like lightning, the man's elbow swung around toward his face. 
Aaron ducked, but the man's arm caught the side of his head and knocked him sideways. Aaron got
up from the wagon floor and saw the man hook the reins on a wooden peg and turn to face Aaron with a
knife in his hand. 
“You’re in no position to be ordering anyone anything, Captain,” the man sneered as he hooked the
reins onto the wagon and turned to face Aaron. He held a knife in his hand and Aaron barely managed to
fall back into the wagon as the man swung it at his face. 
Still feeling a little weak, the fall had knocked the wind out of him. He looked up to where his
attacker was now stepping into the back of the wagon. Aaron gritted his teeth and levelled a kick at the
man’s shins. The soldier yelled and tumbled toward Aaron, knife slashing at him as he fell. Aaron caught
the man’s arm and twisted the knife free. Clutching the knife, he rolled and slashed at the soldier, catching him on the side of the neck. The man clutched at the gushing wound and Aaron took the opening to plunge
the knife into his side, between his ribs, killing him instantly. He snatched up his sword from the floor of the wagon and hurried to the front of the wagon and grabbed the reins. 
The party was approaching a dark stand of trees that led up a ridge to the right of the trail and Aaron
was about to call a halt when an arrow flew from overhead and hit the guard next to Ariana. As the man
tumbled from his horse, blood spattering the snow beside him, Aaron saw that two of the soldiers had
fallen back and were clear of the arrows that were now targeting the princess and the other three men
riding with her. Someone was shooting from a ridge above the trail just ahead. 
Ariana ducked as an arrow whipped past her and spurred her horse to a gallop. She glanced back at
Aaron and was relieved to see that he had awakened and did not seem to be in any immediate danger, 
except for the arrows that were now flying fast from the trees. As she looked back, she saw the two
soldiers who had fallen back were now drawing their swords but something was off about the way they
looked. The men's eyes were not looking to the trail ahead or the source of the arrows. Instead they were staring directly at her and the two remaining men who rode with her, and the looks in their eyes were
murderous. 
Behind, Aaron snapped the reins, urging the horses faster to keep up with the princess who was
now running her horse at a full gallop, the four sets of hooves pounding on the hard-packed dirt under the thin layer of snow that covered the road. An arrow hit the wagon, embedding itself in the heavy wooden
boards. Aaron noticed that the arrows were not the usual ones he had seen through the kingdom. They
were longer and fletched with feathers he did not recognize. The head was also made of a darker-looking
metal than usual. The arrows were of Kandaran make. Why would the Kandarans be attacking them? 
Aaron quickly realized that it might not be Kandarans shooting at them, but someone wanting it to look
like the Kandarans were behind the attack. He saw another arrow speed by the princess, narrowly missing
her. It would be safer if she could slow her horse and ride beside the wagon, which would give her some
cover, but the other two soldiers were in between her and the wagon. Thankfully, they were now engaging
the two soldiers that had stayed with Ariana. 
"Fall back!" Aaron yelled at her the next time she glanced back at him. Another arrow whistled by her and a second one took one of the soldiers in the leg. Ariana pulled on the reins and slowed her horse just in time to avoid an arrow that would have hit her otherwise. Aaron snapped the reins again, urging the horses faster, catching up. She was beside him now and Aaron reached out to her just as an arrow buried
itself in the chest of her mount. She grabbed for Aaron’s arm and he pulled her to the wagon as the horse fell behind them. 
“What’s going on?” she yelled over the wind and snow that whirled past. Aaron shook his head. 
“Hold on!” he yelled as he snapped the reins harder. The arrows had finally stopped but Aaron
spotted a group of riders emerging from the forest from where the attack had come. The men were
cloaked, but he could see they were wearing Kandaran style clothing. He recognized the tight-fitting and
fur-lined jackets and hints of purple mixed into the black of their outfits, but he also recognized that the horses they were riding belonged to the four soldiers missing from the party. From their builds, and the
way they rode, Aaron knew it was the same four men. 
It made sense. Attack the princess using Kandaran colors and weapons so it could be blamed on the
northern kingdom, and in case there were any unexpected witnesses, the story would be even more
authentic. Since Aaron knew the attack was by Maramyrian soldiers, the princess' own guards no less, he
surmised that the plot against her had come from her own kingdom, and it was likely that her own uncle
was behind it. He put such thoughts aside and focused on the situation. There would be plenty of time to
figure things out later, if they managed to survive. 
The two men still fighting from atop their horses ahead of the wagon had lost speed and the wagon
was now catching up to them. Aaron could see that the one remaining soldier, the one who had continued
defending the princess when the others had attacked was Grant, the man with whom he had spoken on the
first day. He was bleeding from several cuts but he looked to be getting the better of his opponent and
Aaron watched as Grant managed to stab his sword into the other man's midsection, knocking him from
his horse. Grant looked back at the wagon and saw that Ariana was safely aboard with Aaron at the reins. 
He pulled back and fell in beside the wagon. 
"Sir," Grant called from atop his galloping horse. 
"Good work, Grant," Aaron told him. "We've got four more coming in from behind." 
Grant followed Aaron's glance and saw the riders who had now made it to the road and were fast
approaching the wagon from the rear. 
"Keep the princess safe!" yelled Grant and he pulled away from the wagon, falling back to engage the group of attackers. Aaron glanced back through the open flaps of the wagon at the princess, who had
climbed into the back and was now fitting a bolt to a crossbow. He saw his swords lying wrapped in a
bundle on the floor of the wagon. 
"Princess," he called. "My swords." Ariana looked up at him, and then she spotted the bundle that held his blades. She picked it up and handed it to him, then ducked back into the wagon as he unrolled the leather wrap and buckled his sword belt around his waist. 
Behind them, Grant circled back and engaged the four men, pulling one of them away from pursuit
of the wagon. Aaron could see that they were now fighting from atop their mounts and were no longer
riding at speed. Meanwhile, the other three remained in pursuit and were closing in fast. 
Ariana unlashed the heavy canvas flap at the back of the wagon and saw the three approaching
riders. She took aim with the crossbow, steadying herself as best as she could as the wagon jostled
underneath her feet. She fired a bolt and it nearly struck one of the men. Cursing the wagon for moving so much, she reset the crossbow, pulling at its string until it clicked into place, then she loaded another bolt. 
The riders were almost on top of her now and she fired, this time, aiming for one of the horses. 
It struck the horse square in the chest. The animal reacted violently to the pain, twisting around and
falling, taking its rider with it, clearing a path of blood and mud on the snow-covered road. Ariana felt a moment of regret for the horse but, given the circumstances, it had been necessary. She looked at Aaron's horse that was still tied to its lead and being pulled along by the wagon. She grabbed a sword that was
strapped to the inside of the wagon and used it to cut the horse free. 
Ariana ducked as one of the men swung at her, his sword slashing through the wagon's canvas cover
and biting into one of the wooden posts. The princess tried to swing her sword at him but from inside the heavy cloth cover of the wagon, she had little room to maneuver. She pulled a small blade from
underneath her bodice and launched it at the man. He knocked it aside with the heavy leather bracer
strapped to his forearm. The man swung at her again and Ariana barely managed to evade the sharp steel
as it slashed at her again. She held the sword up in front of her and did her best to block the man's swings. 
Aaron looked back and saw the princess trying to fend off one of the soldiers. He also saw the other
rider moving up beside the wagon. He readied his sword and was preparing to defend from an attack
when he noticed that the man was not focused on him, but was instead moving toward the wheels of the
wagon with some kind of pole or spear in his hand. Aaron recognized the device immediately. It was a
wheel-breaker, a long pole that was fitted with a ribbon of metal that, when thrust into a wheel, would
snare and tangle, ripping the spokes apart. Aaron pulled the reins, angling the wagon away from the rider. 
"Hold on!" he yelled to the princess as the wagon left the road and bounced onto rougher ground. In the back of the wagon, Ariana fell atop the mattress as books, clothes and other items flew around her. 
Luckily, the heavy sacks of provisions and other items had been lashed to the wagon's wooden lower
walls and they held firm. 
Riding across rough ground now, Aaron struggled to keep the wagon level. The rider had a much
easier time of it but had to weave and dodge rocks and small trees as he tried to get close enough to use the wheel-breaker. Meanwhile, the other rider who had broken off his attack on the princess had sheathed
his sword and was now unstringing a small satchel from the side of his saddle. Small wisps of smoke
escaped from the top of it as he pulled it from the strap where it had been tied. The traitorous soldier held the leather straps of the satchel in his teeth as he reached into another pouch and pulled out a handful of what looked like wet grass. He stuffed it into the bag and then, riding up as close to the wagon as
possible, he threw it inside. 
Ariana had managed to push herself to her hands and knees when everything exploded around her. 
Bits of fire and smoke licked the inside of the wagon as the leather satchel spilled its contents
everywhere. Smoldering coals and hay that had been soaked first in water, then in some kind of thick, tar-like oil and mixed together had created a mess of flames that stuck and clung to everything they touched. 
Aaron heard the princess cry out and he looked back to see the inside of the wagon erupting in
flames. He put his sword back in its scabbard and turned, hoping to find a way to help Ariana out of the
wagon, when he was slammed back into his seat as the wagon lurched forward. The horses had sensed the
fire and, panicked, they were running out of control. Aaron tried to pull on the reins but the horses ears were back, fearful and determined to escape the inferno that was chasing them. Aaron looked ahead and
saw that the wagon was headed for a steep ravine. There was no time, no way to save the wagon and the
horses. He had to get the princess. 
Aaron dashed into the back of the wagon and saw Ariana lying unconscious on the floorboards with
fire all around her. Bits of her clothing had caught fire and he stamped them out with his hands as he
picked her up and carried her out the front of the wagon. Just ahead was the edge of the ravine and Aaron only had time for a glance to see that their pursuers had slowed and were now watching as the wagon
drove over the edge and down the steep hill that was nearly a vertical drop. 
Aaron felt his feet lift off the wagon slightly as his center of gravity shifted and the wagon began to
gather speed as it plummeted downward. The horses were running fast, but the weight of the wagon was
propelling it faster down the hill, pushing them. One of them lost footing and fell, dragging the other three horses with it. Aaron leapt from the wagon, aiming as best as he could for an area of smaller brush. 
He tried to hold the princess in his arms as he felt his shoulder hit the ground, but the force of the
impact tore her away from him. The world spun as he tumbled through the trees and a loud crash
resounded through the forest as the wagon smashed into splinters. The last thing he saw was Ariana's
unconscious form getting caught in the dark green branches of a tree, her body twisting unnaturally and
looking like a lifeless doll. He continued tumbling down the hill and lost sight of her before he felt
himself slam hard into something and the world faded to black. 
Above, at the edge of the ravine, the two remaining soldiers dismounted where the wagon had run
off the steep drop. They peered down through the trees and saw the wagon and the horses now a mess of
tangled hooves, broken legs and blood, awash with fire as the remains of the wagon burned atop them. 
“Should we go down and make sure?” one of them asked. The other man shook his head. 
“No one could survive that. Best head back, it looks like we’re in for a storm and we’d be smart to
get out of the mountains. This pass will be closed by tomorrow and no one will be coming along until
spring. They're dead either way. 
"Our orders were to make sure," said the first man. 
"How do you suppose we get down there? It’d take half a day, just on foot. Look how thick the trees
are.” He pulled his bow from where it hung by the saddle of his horse. "Let’s empty our quivers and see if we can hit them. It’s supposed to look good.” 
The other man agreed and they let fly the last of their arrows. Far below, as the arrows thudded into
the ground nearby, Aaron’s eye opened a crack and he found he could not move. He felt himself bleeding
and knew at least that he was still alive. He tried to move his head to see if the princess had survived, but the effort made his head swim and he lost consciousness again. The arrows stopped and, satisfied that
their quarry was dead, the two traitorous soldiers remounted their horses and headed back to the road, the way they had come. An angry wind howled behind them as they made their way out of the mountains and
the snow began to fall more heavily, covering the world in a thick white blanket. 


*****
Some time later, down among the trees, Aaron painfully opened his eyes to discover that night had
fallen. Heavy snowflakes fell silently through the darkness and Aaron found himself covered with a thick
layer of snow. The familiar ache in his head was made worse by the searing pain and throbbing of
countless bruises and injuries that covered him. He caught the scent of burnt wood and charred flesh and
remembered the horses and the flaming wagon crashing through the trees. Then he remembered; the
princess. 
Aaron winced as he tried to move. His ribs hurt as he rolled to his side and pushed his head off the
ground. He remembered having been cut by branches and he felt his shoulder where he was sure he had
received a heavy blow in the fall. He tried to move his leg but it would not respond. It was numb. He
looked down and saw a long arrow shaft had gone through his upper thigh. 
His trousers were soaked in blood. The arrow would have to come out but he did not know how
much blood he had lost and this worried him. He was already feeling light-headed from the loss of blood. 
Aaron tore a piece of cloth from the front of his tunic and quickly tied it around his upper leg. Grimacing with pain, he broke the arrow then pushed the shaft out the front of his leg. Blood poured out onto the wet ground and melted the thin layer of snow. His head hurt more with the exertion but the pain in his leg
distracted him from it. He tore another strip from his shirt and tied it tight around the wound. Aaron saw dark spots in the corner of his vision and steadied himself as he nearly fainted again. He slowed his
breathing and gritted his teeth. Where was Ariana? 
Aaron pushed himself onto his good leg and limped up the hill, looking for the princess. Not far
from where he had awoken, he caught sight of a piece of her grey riding cloak hanging from a branch, then he saw her. Her body lay motionless, caught in the branches of a small, thick evergreen. He climbed up to her, hoping that she lived. Aaron felt the humming in his head increase as he approached her. He saw a
small puff of mist in the cold air, coming from her mouth and nose, and her face was covered with soot
and ash. He was relieved that she was breathing. He gently pulled her off of the tree and laid her on the ground. His headache was returning with a vengeance and it was all he could do to keep his eyes open as
the world reeled. He took a deep breath and knelt beside her. One of her arms was bent around in a
frightful direction. She whimpered as he straightened it and her breathing became shallow. 
Aaron worried that more than her arm was hurt. Her skin felt cold to the touch and her clothes were
soaked through from snow that had melted. From his own survival skills, he knew that getting injured
while exposed out in the woods was bad enough, but getting cold without shelter would make things
worse. He hoped that there was a way to help her and when he thought of helping Ariana, the pain in his
head grew stronger. Strange. The wizard Calthas had said that Aaron had some power in him, magic like
his own but that it was blocked. Aaron had heard of mages healing the sick or injured and wondered if he
might try. The only problem was, he did not know how to use his power or whether he could at all. He
remembered when she had tried touching his mind. Maybe that had something to do with it. He would
have to try. He closed his eyes and concentrated. 
Strangely, he found he could still see. Surprised, he opened his eyes again and blinked. Everything
around him appeared strange as his vision shifted, now augmented by the magical power he felt welling
within him. The forest was shrouded in a kind of mist that was not there before but he could see the life in every branch and every needle of the great evergreens around him. He concentrated harder and things
came into an even sharper focus. 
He looked at Ariana lying before him on the ground. He could see a kind of energy flowing through
her body, the blood in her veins coursing with the rhythm of her pulse. He focused on her arm and could
see a faint warmth radiating from her skin and the muscle and flesh beneath it. In the place where her arm was broken he could see a darker red glow where the muscle was inflamed and torn and he could see
where the bone had broken sharply and had pushed through the skin of her upper arm. He could see her
lifeblood slowly seeping out of the wound, its glow fading as it met with the cold air outside her veins. A yellowish tinge around the wound told him that the first signs of infection had begun to set in and he could see her body doing what it could to repair the damage, but losing the battle. 
He looked at the rest of her, fascinated with this mysterious sight, and he could also see two places
that were yellow-like in colour on the side of her chest. Two of her ribs were cracked as well. He would
have to deal with those later. Her legs were miraculously unharmed and the rest of her body appeared to
be intact except Aaron noticed a glow around the princess' soot-covered face. He picked up a handful of
snow and gently brushed it across her cheek, revealing an angry-looking burn. It looked as though she had been lashed by a whip made of fire and, with the magical sight that allowed him to see the energy of her
body, Aaron could tell that some kind of oily substance had buried itself in the skin of her face. It looked as though her body was already healing itself in that place more successfully than her other injuries. 
Aaron took another look at her arm. The bone was cracked at an angle and it was splintered in a
place, pushing through the skin. With his finger, he pushed the bone back into her the flesh of her arm and directed it back into the place where it should be. Holding her arm, tightly, he set the bone straight again and then, remembering the feeling he had when the princess had touched his mind, he thought about the
bone healing and, in a way, told it to. He drew in a sharp breath in surprise as he saw energy flow from
his hands and watched the bone pull together and the yellowish tinge recede, replaced by a healthy red
with white energy flowing freely through her arm once more. He saw the gash in her arm begin to heal as
well and the bleeding stopped altogether. 
The humming in his head was now replaced by a pounding. It was clear that using his power was
going to cause him more pain but he had to try. Gritting his teeth, he focused his thoughts again. His mind reached into her body and saw the pieces that were out of place, the bruised and broken flesh around her
ribs and the place where one of them had punctured her lung. Aaron could feel her heart beating weakly. 
He focused on the place where the rib had pushed through to her lung and told it to move and watched as
it slowly moved back into place. He told her body that the colour was wrong and watched as the yellow
color receded and was replaced by a healthier hue. The noise in his head was almost unbearable now. He
saw her ribs straighten as he pushed them with his mind and he watches his own energy flow toward her
heart urging it to beat now a little stronger. Finally, unable to withstand the pain, he fell backwards, 
letting go of her as a blinding light hit his mind. The dark clouds rolled in on him again and he lost
consciousness once again. 


*****
A black bird flew through a window in one of the high towers of the castle. Dakar, weary from the
extended use of his power, shuffled over to where the bird perched on the arm of a heavy wood chair. He
reached out his hand and the bird hopped onto it. Dakar felt the power he had given the bird flow back
into him and its memories flooded his mind. He swore, somewhat disappointed. He had not completely
succeeded in his task. He had wanted to see the dead body of the princess, to parade it through the streets of the Maramyrian capital and to have a funeral at the palace to publicly mourn her death, but after using his power to discover what the bird had seen, he was satisfied. The bird had witnessed the princess' fall and had seen her lifeless corpse tangled in the trees before it had flown back to him. It was enough. 
At least the king would be pleased, especially now that he truly was king and no longer merely a
regent. Dakar had suspected that Cerric might do something like this and, while the regent-king had not
entrusted him with the details of his little plot to do away with his niece, it suited both their purposes. 
Cerric was a fool. He had told his soldiers to kill the princess while on the road, but he had not told them how. Dakar had learned of the plot and met with the soldiers just before they had left, giving them
additional instructions, adding particular details that would allow the princess' death to be blamed on the Kandarans. He had sent one of the mage-priests under his command with orders to follow the princess' 
party and to provide the necessary items to the soldiers that would provide proof of Kandaran
involvement. This would not only make Cerric the true and unchallenged King of Maramyr, but it was
almost sure to start a war with Kandara. 
Dakar knew that Cerric would relish the opportunity for battle and he had already shown great
interest in the Xallan Queen. It would require but the gentlest of nudges for them to agree to commit their countries to attack the mountain kingdom to the north. The Kandarans bothered Dakar and most of the
Priesthood, for the religion of the book had never been able to take root in that land the way it had in the others. Partly it was made difficult because there were very few Kandarans who were mages in the
traditional sense, and those who had power similar to magic had proved resistant to the effects of the
book. Also, the Kandarans did not worship the old gods the way the people of Maramyr did, so it was
impossible to supplant their beliefs with the new religion of the book, of the one god. No matter, thought Dakar. Soon, Kandara would lay in ruins and the kingdom of Maramyr and the Xallan Empire would be
joined under the guidance of the Priesthood. Once that was complete, and with the coming of the one god, 
the rest of the world would fall as well. 


*****
Lord Carlis was just about to compliment the Lady Valamyr on her lovely new brooch when a
servant intruded upon the pleasant dinner they had been enjoying. Elaine gestured for the white-robed man to approach, wondering what would be important enough that her orders that she was not to be disturbed
would be disobeyed. 
“What is it?” she sighed with seeming nonchalance, though her impatience was evident in her steely
gaze. The servant glanced nervously from Lady Valamyr to Lord Carlis. 
“A visitor, Senior Captain Nathas wishes a word with Lord Carlis, milady,” the man said, hoping
he had chosen correctly when he had made the decision to interrupt his lady's dinner. The commanding
soldier, who was currently stalking his way around the outer courtyard, had been very insistent. He hoped that his lady would not be upset. Carlis nodded and Lady Valamyr sighed again, wondering what would
bring the Senior Captain of the Academy to visit. 
“Show him in," she told him. "And bring some wine for the man.” The servant quickly exited the
room quickly debating whether to get the wine or the guest first. 
“I wonder what would bring Nathas around at this hour,” Carlis commented. Their dinner had
started late and they had also taken their time about it. A few moments later, Ehlena appeared with
Captain Nathas in tow. Both Elaine and Carlis stood when he entered. 
“I was on my way to the kitchen and bumped into Michael, ” said Ehlena, making sure to mention
her aunt's servant by name, her own little protest at the way Lady Valamyr treated the help. “He will be
bringing wine for two more.” She took a seat next to her aunt, who sat down again and gestured for Nathas to sit at one of the chairs near Carlis. Nathas, however, was more in a mood to stand and Carlis kept his feet as well. 
“What brings you to the house of Valamyr Captain Nathas?” Carlis had to ask. Nathas frowned. 
“It seems there has been some trouble,” he said. Nathas stared at the faces of the people seated
around the table. He knew Carlis well and Lady Valamyr and her niece were known to be honest folk. He
also knew, from his own sources, that Aaron was friends with the niece, Ehlena, so he figured it was good that they were all together for the news he brought. 
Nathas accepted the wine brought in by the overly-polite servant and began his story. He told them
of the royal princess’ unpublicized trip to Blue Island and of how two of the soldiers in her entourage had returned to Maramyr without her, having been attacked and barely escaping with their lives. They claimed
that a group of Kandarans had set upon them as they passed through the lower mountains to the west. They
said that their Captain, a young man named Aaron, fresh from the Academy and known to be a friend of
the Kandaran prince, had turned on them and attacked the princess. It was suspected that the raiding party had been led by Prince Borrican who had left Maramyr only a day after Princess Ariana. Under Cerric’s
orders, the Maramyrian Army would be mobilizing and he planned to mount an attack against Kandara in
the spring. Carlis was the first to object while Elaine and the girl, Ehlena, sat listening quietly. 
“That is the most ridiculous story I have ever heard,” Carlis said. “But what of the princess?” 
“She and Aaron apparently fell from a large precipice during the attack. One of them said he saw
their bodies broken on the rocks and trees below, but there was no way they could get to the princess,” 
Nathas told them. 
“Did they not try?” Lady Valamyr asked. Nathas shook his head. 
“They were under attack by the Kandarans who outnumbered them rather badly.” Nathas repeated
the story and frowned. Carlis gave him a look to match. 
“The whole thing stinks,” Carlis said, wondering how freely he could speak with the Senior
Captain of the Academy. 
“I agree.” Nathas nodded. “Kandaran raiders? Maybe. The Kandaran prince? Not likely. He and the
princess were close friends, and I know that boy and his uncle, the Duke. They are as honorable as the
day is long. I don’t know much about the rest of Kandara, but their nobles are some of the most honor-
bound people I have ever met. As for young Aaron? I simply can’t believe he would do such a thing.” 
Nathas took a gulp of the strong wine, wondering if he had said too much. 
“I know Aaron, and I can assure you he would never do such a thing,” Ehlena said flatly. “He may
not be of noble blood, but he’s probably one of the most noble people I have ever met. He saved my life.” 
Carlis nodded in agreement. 
“And he comes of good stock. You remember Tarnath as well as I do. Despite what Cerric has tried
to insinuate about him over the years, that man was the most loyal protector of the royal family,” Carlis commented. “If his nephew was anything like him, and I truly think he was, I don’t believe it is possible that he would do such a thing.” 
Carlis scratched his head. The whole story bothered him, but Elaine was the first to say what they
had all been putting off. 
“So princess Ariana is dead,” she said. “And Cerric will be king.” Nathas nodded. Lady Valamyr
pursed her lip and laughed shortly. “How convenient for him.” 
That was the closest any of them came to actually saying what they all believed. It would be prudent
from here on out to be very careful what one said, and in what company. Nathas confided that he did not
think that Carlis’ recommendation of Aaron for the Academy would be an issue since he had accidentally
dropped the sponsorship letter into a fiery hearth just moments after he had heard the news and just before he escorted several guards from the palace who had asked to search the room Aaron had stayed in. 
As for Aaron’s association with Ehlena and her aunt, despite it not being widely known, both
Nathas and Carlis agreed that it would be best for the Valamyrs to spend some time away from the city. 
Lady Elaine was less than pleased at what this would mean for Ehlena’s prospects but she had a difficult
time placing blame on the young man who had saved her niece’s life, not so long ago. The Valamyrs were
one of the oldest families in the kingdom and, with Cerric unmarried and without an heir as of yet, it
would soon become dangerous to be of high nobility. If what they all suspected, but were unwilling to say out loud, were true, it would not be unlikely for Cerric to arrange for unfortunate accidents to befall those who might challenge his position as king. 
Elaine and Carlis accompanied Captain Nathas to the courtyard as he left to return to the Academy
while Ehlena sat and poured herself another crystal glass full of the strong wine. She knew that Aaron
could not have had anything to do with what had happened to the royal princess. She had met him when he
had been a simple boy living with his uncle near a small village. She had seen the place where he had
lived. There was nothing politic about him. That was part of what drew her to him. She had seen him only
days ago, and Ehlena was sure that he was blessed by the Lady, herself. Nothing about Aaron would
suggest that he had anything to do with the kind of story she had just heard. She thought of Aaron lying
dead at the bottom of some cliff and a part of her knew that, somehow, it could not be true. 
EPILOGUE
The guards were too busy gossiping about the reports of the princess’ death to notice the muffled
click and the low creaking of the heavy steel door opening in the nearby passageway. They also did not
notice as two figures carefully stole along the shadows at the far side of the room and slipped into another passageway. 
Jax and his new partner, Lomar made their way along the corridor and stopped at a large metal
grate that was built into the heavy, stone wall. Jax took a piece of leather and held it over the large lock then twisted it until a few drops of liquid fell from it into the mechanism. He then pulled out a piece of metal and, within a few seconds, the heavy lock clicked and opened. Jax held the leather firmly over the
large hinge and gestured for Lomar to pull it open carefully. 
Lomar, an ugly, heavyset man with a long scar that ran from the top of his bald head across his face
to the left side of his chin, pulled at the grate and it swung open. The hinge squealed as rust fell away from the metal pin inside and Jax pushed the oiled leather harder onto it in a vain attempt to muffle the noise. 
The noise could not be helped but it seemed no one had heard and now the grate was open. It would lead
them into the sewers of Maramyr and away from the dungeons and the guards whose only concern was
which of them to put to death first. Jax pulled the grate closed as carefully as he could and replaced the lock as best as he could. He managed to get the lock hooked on the proper place but could not get his hand far enough through the metal bars to snap it shut. It hung, unlocked but would only appear so to anyone
who looked at it closely. Not that it would matter, once the guards discovered that they were gone from
their cell, the whole city would be looking for them. 
Lomar was a rapist and a murderer who often committed both crimes at once and in varying order. 
He had occupied the cell adjoining the one assigned to Jax. Not the most affable character, Lomar had
only began to talk to Jax when he discovered the long-haired thief doing strange things in his cell. When he discovered that Jax planned to escape, he insisted that he take the big man with him. Jax had not
wanted anything to do with him, but Lomar promised to call the guards the moment Jax set foot outside his cell without him, so Jax was stuck with him. The only comfort Jax took from his companion is that the man had been in the cells longer than he had, and his smell was so overpowering that Jax could no longer
smell his own rankness. 
They carefully made their way through the sewers, keeping to one general direction until Jax was
sure he knew where they were. As a thief, he had learned certain parts of the Maramyrian sewer system. It was not the most convenient way to travel the city, but most definitely the least noticeable. Luckily, there was still some daylight in the outside world and it filtered in from place to place allowing them to travel more easily. Still, they found themselves feeling their way along certain portions of the tunnel system. 
Finally, they reached the spot Jax had been looking for. There was a long ledge running along one side of this particular tunnel and Jax counted the stones until he found one in particular. He pushed it with his hand and there was a low scraping noise of stone sliding on stone. To the left of the stone, a piece of the wall had slid away, revealing a small cache of weapons and money that Jax had stored for an occasion
such as this one. 
He had just reached inside when a heavy blow to the side of his head sent his jaw slamming into the
rock ledge. Hurriedly, his hand grasped and found what it sought and he spun round to plunge a long
dagger into the side of the big ugly man before he could swing at him a second time. Lomar did not even
realize what had happened and was still pulling his arm back to swing again at the smaller man when he
discovered he could no longer feel his arm. The last thing he saw were the eyes of the thief, looking at
him as he shook his head. 
Jax pulled the dagger from Lomar’s side. It had plunged straight through and pierced the big man’s
heart. Lucky, Jax thought, for he would not likely have survived had the big man hit him again. Lomar’s
dead corpse crumpled into the fetid sewer water as Jax tore off his shirt and wiped off the dark sticky
blood that had covered his hand and forearm when he had stabbed the man. He knew where there was a
water source nearby that was veritably clean. With his clean hand, he reached back into the wall and
pulled out a bundle of fresh clothing and several other items he would need. 
He had overheard the guards talking about the princess having been killed and that Maramyr was
planning to go to war with Kandara and the army was recruiting any and all who came to the city to join
up. The first part was unfortunate but the second part was good news. It meant that Maramyrian soldiers
would be posted throughout the city and there would be new members in their ranks who were likely
green and barely trained. Those types were usually stuck with guarding things like gates and walls. The
best thing to be at times like these was a soldier. First he would have to get himself cleaned up then he would have to find a member of the Maramyrian Army who wouldn’t mind being knocked unconscious
and being liberated of his clothes and hopefully his horse as well. 
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