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CHAPTER ONE

The sunrise cast a soft yellow glow through the room. The sheer white netting around the bed

gave everything a misty look and he opened his eye a little further. She lay next to him in the thin
sheets, perspiring slightly from the heat. His nose piqued at their mingled scents rose as she stirred
slightly under the covers. Feeling a warmth that came from more than the heat of the room, he moved
closer to her. His eyes closed contentedly as her arms instinctively wrapped around him. His head

came to rest against a warm, soft breast, lulled to sleep by the steady rhythm of her heartbeat. 


*****
“You have to stop passing out like this.” 
Aaron heard soft laughter and he opened his eyes to find Ariana laying beneath him, cradling his
head on her chest. Aaron looked up and saw the princess looking down at him. He realized that he was
somewhere warm and dry then he noticed that he was unclothed and so was she. In a panic, Aaron tried to get up but the pain spiked in his head and his vision blurred; he was as weak as a kitten and could not move. He gave up and collapsed, exhausted. 
“Are you all right?” he asked, keeping his eyes closed for a moment, wincing from the pain before it
finally subsided. Aaron opened his eyes again and looked around. 
They were sheltered under a wall of evergreen branches and a small fire crackled at the edge of
their shelter. Through the gaps in the walls, he could see that several handspans of snow had already
fallen and it did not look as if it was going to let up any time soon. A horse blanket separated them from the ground and they were covered in their coats and a few blankets that Ariana had rescued from the
wrecked wagon. She had her head leaned up slightly on a large cushion that had only been slightly charred around its edges. 
“Yes, I am perfectly fine, which is more than I can say for you. You were out for two days this
time.” She smiled at him sadly and rubbed her arm. “Thank you, by the way. It turns out you do know a bit of magic, don’t you?” He shrugged, or at least attempted to. 
“I tried. I was worried. You weren't doing so well." Aaron did not want to tell her how close to
death she had been and he was relieved to see her looking so well. He did notice, however, that she had her face turned away from him, so he could not see the side that had been burned. 
“I don’t know how you did it, Aaron, but it must have took some effort. Calthas told me it would be
very difficult for you to use your power, and painful. Does it still hurt?” 
“Not as much now," he said with a slight shrug, making light of it, even though the pain had been
almost unbearable. He looked again at the rough roof of green needles, impressed that the princess had
known how to build a proper hunting shelter. He also noticed one of his swords, the one he had taken
from the thief, covered in tree gum and green needles, but decided not to say anything about it. “It feels different now that I can feel it, like a kind of flowing feeling deep inside my thoughts.” 
"Yes, that's exactly it," she said, smiling. "Calthas told us you had power in you. I'm sorry it brings you such misery, Aaron and I hope that one day you will be able to use it without pain. It is truly a joyous feeling, calling forth power like that." 
"I see you have been busy, building a house," Aaron commented, changing the subject; the thought of touching his power made his head hurt even more. 
“Yes, I did the best I could. I'm sorry about your sword, but I needed something to cut branches
with,” she said. “There was no telling when you would wake up and we needed some kind of shelter. I
hope it's okay.” 
"Yes, it's fine. It is a proper hunting shelter," he told her. "It might not be the kind of palace you are used to, but it is certainly better than freezing to death in the snow." 
She brushed his hair from his face. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Are you warm enough?” she asked, 
pulling the blankets over them both and snuggling him closer to her, which made him all the more
uncomfortable, yet he had never felt so comforted before in his life. 
“Yes, thank you,” Aaron said. He was completely helpless in her arms and it was all he could do to
keep his eyes from closing. He was so exhausted. 
“Good, lets hope you don’t have to do any more healing or use any kind of magic," she said. “In the meantime, we’ve got to find a way out of here. The snow is falling fast and pretty soon there will be no way out of here until the spring thaw. We have another problem, as well." Aaron raised his eyes to look at her. “No horses.” Aaron remembered his leg and stirred again. 
“My leg, it’s…” He stopped when he noticed that his leg no longer hurt and realized that she had
probably healed him. Ariana smiled tiredly at him. 
“You’re not the only one who knows a few tricks.” 
Aaron was glad she had healed the wound on his leg, but what were they to do? He did not think he
could walk or even stand if he tried. And even if he could, it could take weeks or longer for them to walk out of the mountains, and that was assuming perfect weather. He groaned quietly to himself as he thought of their predicament. 
Ariana reached over and threw another piece of wood on the fire from the little pile she had made
next to the makeshift bed. The flames crackled as the wet wood hissed and sizzled. Aaron stared at the
fire. The wood looked familiar and he recognized that the firewood had come from the remaining pieces
of the wagon. 
“I gathered what things I could find,” she told him. “We can get the rest tomorrow, if you're feeling
up to it." Aaron took a deep breath and looked around the small shelter a little more carefully. She had covered them in both of their clothes. Her rich and beautiful gowns were strewn atop them amid his heavy riding clothes and the clothes he had gotten from the armory in Maramyr. The thought of the city made him shiver as he thought about how the soldiers had betrayed them. It angered him that they could swear an
oath to protect and defend the country and its nobility yet they could do such a thing. 
Ariana felt Aaron shiver and worried that he might be cold so she nestled in closer to him and held
him tight. He had risked his life for her and put himself through what must have been terrible agony trying to heal her. Ariana was able to read his mind a bit more now and she could sense the cracks in the
magical block. The ward was terribly strong, she could feel, and it hurt her to feel its power though it did not react to her the way it had to Calthas. And to think that she had thought he was dangerous not so long ago. Perhaps he was, she thought, but she knew he was loyal to her. His eyes looked so very tired and he lay there silent as she stroked his thick, sandy blond hair. She watched the tension in Aaron’s forehead fade as his eyelids slowly slid closed and he fell asleep, the first real sleep he had in several days. 


*****
The next day they awoke to find themselves almost trapped inside their makeshift shelter by snow
so thick they were practically buried. Having rested somewhat, Aaron felt a little better and was well
enough to walk around. Still, the snow kept falling and gave no sign of letting up. It was a mountain
snowstorm, which could last for days so they decided that they would try to find a better shelter and wait out the storm. They raided the wagon for the remainder of the supplies and anything else that might keep them warm then they scouted the area together, looking for anything that might afford them more protection than the rough tent Ariana had built, three nights before. The snow was already knee deep and difficult to traverse. Still weak, Aaron was forced to rest many times before they could continue their search. 
Finally, Aaron grew so tired that he could no longer walk and Ariana took him back to the small
shelter she had built and helped him light a fire. She told him she would keep exploring and that he should rest until he was better. Aaron protested that he only needed a short while to regain his strength, but she insisted that she would be fine, that she may have grown up in a palace but she had made a point of
learning everything she could from the best rangers in the Kingdom. Aaron sat by the fire resting and
cursed his weakened state until he heard the Princess calling out for him. He looked up as she appeared at the entrance to the shelter. 
“Aaron, I’ve found a place,” she told him. “Its perfect.” 
Aaron pushed himself to his feet and followed her along her tracks in the snow. A short distance
away, the steep hill they had fallen from merged into a wall of rock that sheered off into a small cliff. An outcropping of rock showed up dark against the new snow that had covered most of the branches. Ariana
led him around a large tree and off to the side of the rock. On the other side, Aaron saw a crack in the face of the cliff at its bottom. 
The opening was easily large enough to walk through if Aaron ducked his head and Aaron noticed
that, once inside, it was surprisingly dry. He also saw that the crack in the cliff-face was still visible overhead and even let in some light that filtered its way deep into the cave. Good, he thought to himself, judging that it would draw away the smoke from a fire. Ducking past an outcropping of rock, Ariana led
him to a small cavern. Surprisingly, it stretched back a fair ways and the ceiling was high. 
“What do you think?” She held out her hands, smiling widely. Aaron smiled back. 
They soon had a fire burning brightly, made with some extra sticks and small pieces of wood they
had scavenged from beneath the snow outside. After warming up again, they returned to the shelter and
began transferring their belongings to the cave. Once that was complete, Ariana led Aaron to where the
remains of the wagon was buried under the snow. 
They spent the next few days raiding the wagon, digging out whatever they could and scouring the
area for any useful items that might have fallen out when it had crashed. The best find, apart from the few bags of dried fruit they had left, was a small axe, some pots and a huge iron skillet. Moving through the snow that kept getting deeper and deeper was difficult and, even though Aaron felt his strength returning with every passing day, they both collapsed into bed every night, exhausted from their exertions. 


*****
There was a short knock on the door to the small workshop. The afternoon was cold and the wind
howled through the cracks in the windowpanes and Calthas glanced nervously at the door. He had not
been expecting any visitors and with the spells he had set long ago on the shop, no one should even
accidentally be able to find the place. He had nearly gathered all of his things and would be leaving
Maramyr this night. Worried that luck might be against him, he picked up a quill he had imbued with a
defensive spell several days before. If the person knocking at his door was a mage, they would not hear him reach for his power. 
Carefully, he opened the door to discover a man, cowled in a dark grey cloak, his hood pulled over
his head, obscuring his identity. It was not until he stepped inside that the man pulled it back, revealing his face. 
“Do you know who I am?” the mage Stavros asked, his eyes blazing with a cold light. Calthas
stepped back a bit. He had seen Stavros only once, many years ago and he had thought the old mage to be long dead. 
“Yes, of what service can I be, um …Lord?” the younger wizard stammered. The man gave an
impatient grunt. 
“You can offer me some tea, or perhaps something stronger. And drop the ‘Lord’. The Council of
Mages hasn’t met in a generation,” Stavros told him and pulled his hood to his shoulders, walking into the room. Calthas quickly cleared a few books off the second chair by the fireplace. He snapped his fingers and the log that had been burning down flared back to life. Calthas began rifling through a cupboard near his work desk. Finding what he was looking for, he brought a bottle back to where Stavros had seated
himself by the fire. Calthas dusted off an extra cup from the mantle and offered the elder mage some of the strong sweet liquor from the bottle. 
“Many thanks, Calthas.” Stavros said, sipping from his cup but only after Calthas had done so first. 
He cast a glance at the packed bags next to the young mage’s desk. “You are wise to leave Maramyr, but I think you still have a moment to sit and drink with me before the Priesthood comes knocking at your door. 
I have but a few questions, then we can both leave this foul city.” 
Calthas took another sip from his cup and felt the strong liquor burn its way down his throat. 


*****
“It’s better rain than snow, yes?” Fergus laughed as the cold water turned the loose dirt into sticky
mud around their feet. “But it’s some cold, even so!” 
Brian pushed the shovel into the dirt and scooped away more of the mud from between the roots that
had grown their way across the ground near the large tree that towered overhead. Fergus resumed hacking with his axe at the strong roots, clearing them away from the heavy stone door was now visible behind the last gnarled twists of living wood. 
Satisfied that enough earth and growth had been removed, Fergus ran his hand along the rain-soaked
stone and found the mechanism he knew was supposed to be there. He pushed the stone block and, after
some trying, it finally moved. A resounding thud could be heard behind the large stone as it began to
retreat into the hillside, revealing a dark tunnel. More dirt was knocked loose and Fergus grabbed the
shovel from Brian began to clear it away from the entrance. 
“This must be always free and clean or the stone’ll not be moving. I’m not the one to fix it,” Fergus
told him and called over his shoulder. “Torch!” 
Brian looked over to a large tree where three horses were tethered. His young brother Diller stood
beneath them, holding an oilskin over his head to keep dry. 
“Diller. Bring the torches and the flint,” he called. 
Diller smiled and put the oilskin over his saddle. Brian saw that he already had the torches ready to
go and brought them right away. Diller had been a big help for such a young lad, but even though he had been befriended by every last one of Kaleb’s men, he had still not spoken a word to anyone, including his own brother. Brian could barely remember what his brother’s voice sounded like. He sometimes worried
about him, but when he smiled as widely as he now did, carrying over the oil-soaked torches to the
entrance of the cave, Brian knew that Diller was at least happy, after a fashion, even though he would not speak. 
Fergus stuck the shovel point into the ground and took one of the torches proffered by the young lad. 
“Boys, you ready?” he asked as he struck the flint to the oily torch. It flared to life and he held it
inside the entrance. Fergus let Brian and Diller light their own torches before he led them into the hillside. 
Inside the tunnel, the light from the torches lit up a large cavern made of stone blocks. Brian could
see workbenches and tables covered in years of dust. Though the place had long ago been abandoned, 
Brian was amazed to see that its previous occupants had left many things intact. Long cloaks hung against one wall and on the other wall, near a strange-looking hearth, cooking implements were neatly stacked
and hung near a large service table. This must have been the main hall of the barracks where the
Bordermen would have prepared meals, eaten and gathered for their duty assignments. 
Back to the right of the entrance, they found a heavy iron door on large hinges. Further inspection
revealed a large lock barring entrance to what looked to be the armory. Fergus handed his torch to Brian and pulled out the small axe he had used to cut away the roots on the entrance. He swung it with its blunt side forward and smashed the heavy lock several times before it broke and clattered to the floor. He
smiled at Brian and Diller. 
“Me father, he was a locksmith,” the fat man joked. Diller laughed and Fergus grinned down at him. 
"Ye do make some sounds, don't ya lad." 
The big man pushed the door open and, inside they found a complete cache of weapons, enough to
outfit an entire regiment of Bordermen and more than enough to supply Kaleb’s men. Racks of longbows
and crossbows lined one wall while a variety of swords, daggers and axes lined another. Neatly hung
were coats of armor and chainmail that, despite being dirty from the years of dust, were still slick with the oil that had been applied to keep away the rust. Brian found a pair of battle axes, much larger than the ones he had grown fond of when he had trained with his friend Aaron and the old man, Tarnath. After
wiping the heavy oil from them so they would not slip from his hands, he swung them handily and tested
their balance. The steel blades were worked with inlaid patterns so intricate they were hard to look at. A matching pair, Brian could tell that they were of a high quality and decided that he wanted them both so he stuck the handles into his belt and reached for a long bow. 
"Ye think ye can handle both them axes at the same time?" Fergus asked him. 
"I might have to practice a little," Brian said confidently, though he knew the big man had a point. 
Even Fergus, at his size, thought the axes were a little large, but Brian insisted they weren't that heavy. 
"We'll have to put you on a training regimen, boyo," Fergus told him and then said it was time that they get going. 
When they emerged from the hidden outpost, all three of them were laden with weapons enough to
share with the others when they returned to camp. Diller had found a shorts word that was to his liking and Brian helped him fix the scabbard to his belt after they had loaded their horses with the rest of their find. Fergus closed the large stone door by pushing on another stone block and then gathered some brush to cover the signs that they had been there. Satisfied with the day’s adventure, they set off for camp to tell Kaleb the good news. If the other outposts were as well equipped as this one, they would not be short on weapons and armor, nor housing for the winter, now that the snows were starting to fall. The only thing they needed now was greater numbers if they were to take back Kaleb’s land from Baron Manfred. 


*****
The snow did not stop falling for several weeks and dropped a thick blanket over the mountains that
made any real kind of travel impossible. Aaron and the princess started keeping track of the days by
scratching lines on the rock walls of their winter home. By the end of the first week, the snow was almost waist high and in places it had drifted to stand taller than Aaron. Several weeks later, the skies cleared and the sun re-emerged, bathing the mountain landscape in a glitter of tiny ice crystals. 
Most of their time was spent improving their accommodations or searching for food. Luckily, Aaron
discovered a sack of dried fruit in a stray saddlebag that they were able to mix into the horse oats they had been reduced to eating. Ariana was worried that they might get the sailor-sickness if they ran out of fruit but when she explained what sailor-sickness was, Aaron told her that he knew of a tea made from the
needles of evergreens that had the same restorative effect. Still, their food supplies were quickly running out and, even with rationing what they had left, it would not last through the winter. 
One afternoon, Aaron disappeared for an exceptionally long time and, worried about him, Ariana
got tired of waiting and decided to have a look. It was a cold and blustery day and a strong wind that
kicked up had whipped the snow into his tracks. Soon she could not tell which tracks were recent and
which might have been from the day before. She wandered for a bit, thinking about how hungry she was. 
Her stomach growled at the thought and she pressed her hand to her belly. She had grown thin. She
touched her face and felt her cheekbones, sharp under her skin. She felt the rough texture of the scar on her face and, even though she had not seen her reflection, she wondered how she must look. 
She had noticed that Aaron’s shoulders had gotten smaller and his legs, while tight and strong, no
longer had the bulky muscle they had before. He was looking gaunt and it could not be doing him any
good. Ariana missed her home and she missed the kitchens of Maramyr. It dawned on her just how
ridiculous things were. She was the Crown Princess of Maramyr, perhaps the most powerful Kingdom in
the western lands, and yet, here she was, starving in a cave in the Kandaran mountains with a strange boy who had saved her life more than once and had a strange magic about him. 
The thought of Aaron warmed her for a moment. He was truly wonderful. She smiled, thinking about
his earnest charm, so boyish still for one who had known such hardship in the last year, losing his home and everything he had known, and now he had been thrust into her world and her problems. His mind, 
while still warded by the strange spell that caused him such pain, was slowly opening up to her and now she found she was able to read him easily, almost as though his thoughts were her own. She knew it made him uncomfortable, so she waited until he slept before she delved into his dreams and memories. Ariana
hoped he would not mind. She thought he truly remarkable and she was awed with the power she sensed
lurking behind the barrier. A gust of wind pushed her hair into her eyes, rousing her from her thoughts and Ariana realized that she had been standing in the snow for some time. It was getting dark and Aaron was nowhere to be found. She was beginning to worry now but the grey sky was growing dark so she turned
back to the cave hoping to find that he had returned. 
As she rounded the outcropping of rock, she saw the familiar wisp of smoke from he cliff face, 
telling her that the fire she had left burning was still lit. Soon she would be warm and she hurried her step as she neared the entrance to the cave. It took her numbed senses a moment to notice what was different but within seconds she felt her feet running of their own accord into the entrance of the cave. The most wonderful smell wafted into her nostrils the further in she went. It was something she had not smelled for weeks. Ariana almost caught herself on a rock corner right at the inner entrance to the cave as she rushed in. 
Aaron was back and stood over the fire tending the large metal skillet. Large strips of dark meat
sizzled on the metal, turning brown. Ariana let out a cry as she dashed toward the fire and Aaron smiled as he looked up. Ariana had not realized how hungry she was until she fell to her knees next to the fire and reached into the pan and snatched a piece of the sizzling meat out with her hands. 
“Careful!” Aaron said. She yelped as the heat burned her fingers but she took a piece anyway, blew
on it and put it in her mouth. 
It had been weeks since Ariana had eaten meat and it tasted wonderful. 
“Are you okay?” Aaron asked. 
“Yes, I’m fine, where did you get this?” Ariana asked him, still staring at the pan with her mouth
watering and the pain of her burned fingers being the only thing holding her back. Aaron gave her a
strange look. 
“Do you want to know?” he asked. 
“Yes, where did you get it?” she repeated, a little suspicious now that she had swallowed the first
piece. 
“Well…” he said tentatively, dishing some of the meat onto a wooden plate. “It’s a Kandaran
delicacy,” he said finally. Ariana picked up another piece, from the plate this time, and ate it, enjoying the rich flavor, the satisfaction of having something real to eat. Then it dawned on her. 
“Horse?” she asked, remembering some of the things she had learned about Kandaran cuisine. "This
is horse meat?" 
“It's safe to eat. It has been frozen in the snow all this time,” Aaron assured her. 
Ariana spit out the meat, disgusted. 
"I can't eat this!" 
"We're almost out of food," Aaron told her. "It's better than starving. Besides, the Kandarans supposedly eat this all the time. It's a traditional dish." 
Ariana was skeptical. She had always thought the idea of eating horse was barbaric, no surprise
from the Kandarans, but no matter how appalling the idea was, she could not take her eyes off the plate. 
When Aaron picked up a piece and started eating, it was almost more than she could bear. 
"The Kandarans are a barbaric people," Ariana said. "And their traditions leave much to be desired." 
Aaron had only read about eating horsemeat. No one he had ever heard of had actually eaten a horse
before, though he knew from having read about Kandaran customs that it was served for special dinners. 
He had heard people around Ashford joke about eating a horse, a popular thing to say when one was
really hungry, and he certainly was hungry. His teeth worked the sinewy meat and he found that it did not taste that bad at all. 
"Well, it's food," Aaron said. "It might not be fancy, but there's nothing wrong with it." 
Ariana took a deep breath. It had to be done. They were both starving. 
“You tell no one of this. It would not do for it to be known that the Crown Princess of Maramyr eats
horsemeat. And next time, please tell me, or should I say, warn me first what it is we are eating," she told him. She gave him a cross look, then set about cramming more of the delicious meat into her mouth, 
surprised at how good it tasted. Aaron emptied the rest of the skillet onto the plate and added a few more pieces to cook and then sat down next to her. 
They gorged themselves on their equine feast until they both lay back against the large wagon
cushion, unable to eat another bite. Aaron gazed contentedly at the stone roof of the cavern and Ariana stared at him. She could see that behind the new beard that he had grown, his face had indeed become
gaunt. Now that she was over the shock of it, Ariana wondered why she had not thought of the horses but was glad it had occurred to him. There was no pretention to him at all, and Ariana was not used to that. If Aaron was hungry, he would find food. If something was wrong, he would try to fix it; if she was upset, he would ask what he could do to make her feel better. He had no other motives for the things that he did and, even though they had been alone, and sharing a bed for some time now, Aaron had not made any type of
advance toward her. Not that he did not respond to her in certain obvious ways; it was hard not to notice such things in such close proximity, but he had always been a perfect gentleman toward her, more so than many of the so-called nobles she had met as a young woman at court. 
While Ariana's mind wandered over her many thoughts, Aaron relaxed and simply enjoyed the
feeling of being full, a sensation he had not felt in many weeks. It was not good for them to be as thin as they were, especially in the cold of winter and was a little worried that Ariana might be upset with him over the dinner he had prepared, but he was glad she had gotten over her prudishness and at least eaten something. Aaron was a little surprised when, a few moments later, Ariana threw her arms around him
and squeezed him in a great hug. 
They had slept in the same blankets for weeks but the Princess had not been so forwardly
affectionately toward him, except for when he had been sick, but that was different. Still, Aaron was
happy that she was so pleased and he gently put his arm around her and she squeezed him a little tighter. 
After a moment, she relaxed and looked up at him. Her eyes flickered for a moment from their natural
green to the darker smoke of magic and Aaron felt a small pressure in his head. He twitched for a moment as he felt the warm emotion that she sent him. He had been able to feel a few things from her as the days had passed but never this powerful. He reached out with his own mind toward her; it hurt a bit for him to touch his power, but her warmth was overpowering and their thoughts connected as they lay staring into
each other’s eyes late into the night. 
The next day, the snow began to fall again and they soon realized it was likely they would have to
spend the winter in their mountain cave but decided, given the circumstances, that it was not such a bad thing. Aaron and Ariana discovered that they very much enjoyed each other’s company and would sit
talking for many hours. She taught him of the various social and political nuances behind the formalities of the royal courts and he taught her about life in the woods and how to use a sword properly. They learned from each other and shared a deepening friendship and the winter wore on. 
Aaron’s headaches grew more severe but seemed to occur less frequently. After every attack, he
noticed a few more things that had never been clear to him. If he concentrated, he was able to see a kind of energy in the living things around him, remembering now that he had done so when he had healed
Ariana, but now it did not hurt so much to do it. Even the trees, frozen by the cold, carried a faint glimmer of power. The sun burned its customary bright yellow and Aaron could feel its power fill him when he
stood in its light. Even the fire in the cave was a source of energy. Strangely, Aaron found that he could push and pull the flames of the fire. The first time he tried it, he had been reaching out with his hand and a tiny orange tongue had licked the ends of his fingers. Aaron began experimenting with this newfound trick and he decided to play a little joke on Ariana. 
One afternoon, while the Princess was putting another log on the fire, Aaron used his power to push
a tiny, flickering finger of fire onto the log she was holding. He was sure he would only move the smallest amount of flame and he had practiced moving the fire all morning, but perhaps he was a little nervous, 
because he accidentally pushed it a little too hard and the flames roared to life on the log. Ariana snatched her hand back instinctively at the sudden blaze and dropped the log as it was quickly covered in flame. 
The tiny white hairs on her arm were singed and the air in the cave smelled like burnt hair for the rest of the evening. Aaron apologised to her several times but she did not seem to care that it was an accident. 
She was very angry and did not speak to him for the next two days. 
Finally, once she had gotten over it, she asked him how he had managed to use his power without
losing consciousness. Aaron told her he was not sure, but that ever since the meeting with Calthas, he
found he was able to sense things a little differently and, if he was careful not to try too hard, he felt like he could do a few things. Ariana decided Aaron should learn what he could about using his power so she
started to teach him whatever she could, hoping if he released some of that energy that was building up inside him, even a little at a time, it might help him avoid he painful headaches that seemed to be plaguing him more and more. 
Ariana awoke one morning to the cheery sound of the fire crackling and the smell of oats steaming
near the fire. Aaron’s place in bed was empty and she searched in shadows for him. He was nowhere to
be found. She rose, dressed herself and took some of the oats in one of the wooden bowls she had carved. 
They were just the right temperature and she guessed that Aaron had left them near the fire to keep warm for her. She tried a spoonful and was delighted by a sweet, fruity taste as she bit into a chunk of what tasted like apple. Where had he found that, she wondered? Aaron was always finding some interesting
herbs or tubers to add to their food. His woodcraft far surpassed his own though she supposed he had an advantage having been raised in the country. 
She walked with her bowl to the entrance and looked out in through the grey and white of the snowy
day. His tracks sunk deep in last night’s snowfall and were already being filled in by the flakes of the day. 
He must have gone very early, she guessed. No matter. Aaron often disappeared in the mornings, only to
return mysteriously, and always in time for a midday meal. She decided that she might as well try to
resurrect some of his clothes. When she went to gather her thread and needles, she noticed that a needle was missing along with a spool of white thread. It did not matter all that much since she needed green
thread for this task but she did wonder what Aaron would need with a needle and thread. He really was
quite useless at repairing his clothing. If it were not for Ariana, his shirts would probably fall right off his back from all the wear he gave them. A while after, she heard the crunch of footsteps approaching the
cavern and Aaron appeared, carrying something. 
“What have you got there?” she asked. Aaron proudly held up his arm. 
“Fish, your highness,” he said with a deep bow, teasing her with her title. “Only the freshest and
finest catch for her royal majesty on this fine Midwinter’s eve.” She shot a suspicious look at him and Aaron immediately knew he was in trouble for something. 
“Is that where my needle and thread went?” she asked. Aaron raised an eyebrow and dug into his
shirt pocket. He produced the spool of heavy thread, along with the needle, which was now bent into the shape of a hook. She frowned at him. 
“I can bend it back,” Aaron assured her. “I wanted to get something different for us to eat. It’s
midwinter's day today.” Ariana smiled. That explained why he had put the fruit in her breakfast, and even though he had pilfered one of her sewing needles, she was looking forward to eating something other than horsemeat. 
“Its a sweet thought," she said. "Thank you. Where did you find a stream?” 
“There's a lake,” he told her as he pulled off his boots, which were caked with snow and ice. “Its
pretty far down, at the bottom of the valley. I found an animal path that led down to it. The trail is fairly clear, and I found some tracks on it too. I’ll have to take a bow and some arrows next time.” He grinned, pleased with himself. Ariana smiled back at him and found herself enjoying what, to her, were such
simple pleasures, things she imagined had simply been part of every day life for him, not so long ago. 
That night, after they had eaten their fill of the day’s catch, the two of them sat together, basking in the warm glow of the fire. The wood hissed and popped as a few bits of snow melted off of the logs and
as they burned through, the coals glowed deep red, throwing heat into the cave. Neither of them said
much. It was like that a lot, just the two of them, comfortable in each other's company. Ariana looked over at Aaron. 
He didn’t notice her gaze as he stared at the flames. His eyes reflected the orange and red of the
fire, the flames dancing atop the black centers and the deep blue. She had noticed a change in his eyes as time wore on. They had been lighter in color when she had first met him, but it seemed that they had
darkened and there was a kind of unnatural shine to them that was more noticeable either when he was
suffering one of his headaches, or when he was trying to practice working some magic. Lately, they
seemed to look like that all the time. Ariana knew that was one of the marks of a mage and she had
expected to see a few differences in her own features as her power grew, but she wondered about his
strength and how much the ward that still plagued him was holding back his power. 
She put such thoughts aside, choosing instead to relax and enjoy the moment. It was at times like
these when Ariana was almost glad to be stranded with him. He constantly tried to amuse her with foolish jokes or stories that she had now heard several times each. Most of the time, his efforts brought a smile to her face, but sometimes, he drove her crazy. Still, she knew he always meant well and, even though she
remained troubled by what had happened, she felt safe with him. When they had first met, she had thought him to be young, naive and too gentle to be a soldier but, from seeing him defend her and from watching the way he handled himself in the forest, she had come to appreciate his underlying strength. On thing she hadn’t told him was how, when he fell to his attacks, Aaron was often reduced to the state of a sobbing child as he clutched his head, barely conscious. Luckily, he always lost coherence before then and it was only in his sleep that he cried. She never spoke to him of it but she wished that things had been better for him and that there might be some solution to his problem. In the meantime, she would hold him until the pain was gone and let him sleep peacefully for a time. 
Sometimes, when he in and out of consciousness or recovering from one of his headaches, Aaron
would sometimes mumble about something being taken away, but when Ariana tried to use her power to
reach into his thoughts to discover what it was, she could find nothing, except memories of Tarnath, a man whose face she felt like she recognized from her own distant memories. Even though he did not speak of
it, she thought Aaron must still feel the loss of his uncle. He had no family, few friends, no home, and none of it had been by choice. 
In a way, they were much the same. The only family she really knew was her uncle, and after this
last attack, she was fairly sure he was the one who had been trying to have her killed. She wondered
where she and Aaron might go once the snows had melted. No doubt Cerric would not simply allow her
to walk right back into the palace, now that she was out of the way, or at least that's what he probably believed. It was more than likely he would make things very difficult if he knew she was alive. Ariana
realized that she probably did not have many allies within the Maramyrian nobility and she thought about her mother's family, a people whom she had never met and probably never would. They were powerful, 
and royalty in their own right, but they had cast out Ariana's mother for having married King Gregor of Maramyr, the ruler of a country they considered lesser and unworthy of their respect. It was unlikely she would receive any help from them. Ariana might be a princess and the heir to the throne of Maramyr, but as it stood now, she was alone in the world, just like Aaron. But at least they had each other. 
CHAPTER TWO
Winter had come to Xalla as well, but only a light layer of snow had fallen in the capital of Xalla-
prime. Calexis hated the cold but enjoyed having the power to order it banished from her palace. Great
fires were stoked in every room and the mage-priests had cast a spell to keep in the warm air while
ensuring that the smoke from the fires did not filter back into the palace. Calexis lounged naked in her bed and lying on her stomach, with several papers spread out before her. In one hand, she held a jewelled
dagger with which she cut the wax seal of king Cerric of Maramyr. 
His message had come by rider and, given the time it took even the fastest horse to travel such a
distance, it must have left Maramyr some time before his coronation. Her agents had informed her it was to have taken place several days ago. She smiled toothily as she thought of how sure Cerric was of
himself, how confident and how conniving. Her meetings with him during her visit had show him to be
something of a kindred spirit and she enjoyed the mental games they had played with one another while
negotiating various treaties between the two nations. Cerric would prove an interesting ally if things went as planned, she thought, and continued reading the letter. She skipped past the usual greetings, found her way to the main thrust of the of the note and what she read brought a wide smile to her face. 
Cerric was proposing marriage, and he wanted an heir as well. An interesting proposal, she
thought. Calexis had spent great lengths of time contemplating the best way to conquer Maramyr, a fertile land of rich farmlands and forest as well as lakes and streams that would make an excellent addition to her own domain. However, as much as she had endeavored to convince them, the mage-priests, while
useful in many ways, would not agree to assist her in mounting a campaign against Maramyr. They
claimed that all the mage-priests now followed a higher purpose and would not directly embroil
themselves in such a conflict, especially since they had so many believers living in Cerric's lands. But this proposal would make things so much easier. Calexis was almost shocked by the simple elegance of it. 
She would have to investigate Maramyrian law and custom in depth but the thought of inheriting the west through a simple ceremony almost made her laugh. 
A quiet knock on the heavy wooden doors alerted her attention and she folded Cerric's letter then
placed it on the small table next to her bed. She stretched, catlike, then settled back to the cushion with her chin resting on her hands. 
“Enter,” she called out. 
The large doors opened and a young mage in the black robes of the Priesthood entered. Following
him were two great reptilian creatures, their cloaked upright figures visible in the light of Calexis’
bedchamber. Calexis cocked her head to the side as they crossed the great room to halt at its center. The guards pulled the great door shut and Calexis pulled a small cord at the foot of her bed that activated a security mechanism that had been installed in the room. She heard a heavy bold snap into place, locking the room. Not that anyone would dare, but she did not want any interruptions. 
“What is the meaning of this?” she asked the mage, feigning outrage at his intrusion. She did not
remember his name, nor did she care. 
“Your highness. These are the two Darga that your majesty had requested,” the young man
stammered. The mage-priests all looked the same to her, and she found most of them to be arrogant and
self-assured, but she could tell that this one was very nervous in her presence. Her agents had selected him for this very reason, that he would be more pliable to the queen's will than the higher-ranking among his brethren. Calexis raised an eyebrow. 
“Yes mage, I can see that, but I have a rule about garments in my chamber. I should think my
steward would have made it quite clear.” 
“He did, your majesty, but I thought it might be wise to cloak them, considering the appearance of
our, um, Darga friends, that they might be less intimidating to the palace guard,” the mage explained. 
Calexis looked at the two Darga who stood quietly sniffing the different smells in the queen’s chamber. 
“Perhaps the guard might be intimidated," she said, “but now they are here. Garments, off.” She
pointed a finger at the mage. “That goes for you too, mage.” 
The Darga that stood to her left reached up a large hand covered with fine reptilian scales and thick
sharp claws and tore away the loose black cloth that covered him. The other did the same without
hesitation, exposing a heavily muscled reptilian body that impressed the Xallan Queen. Moving more
slowly, the mage self-consciously let his robes fall to the floor as well. The Darga with the brown scales glanced at the mage’s wispy frame and snorted a laugh. 
“The human is small,” he growled, smiling a long row of razor sharp teeth beneath his reptilian
snout. The other Darga turned to look and the young mage put his hands on his hips and straightened up
with his skinny chest held high. He was about to voice his objections when he noticed that the two Darga were not commenting on his physical stature, but were staring below his waist. 
“Very small," growled the Darga with the black scales. “Poor little wizard.” 
The two Darga laughed as they unbuckled their leather armor and the remainder of the rough cloth
coverings they wore, letting them fall heavily to the floor. 
“Enough!” Calexis snapped and the Darga both turned to regard her with a low growl. She pointed
at a soft velvet chair by a table at the wall. There was a decanter and a glass set out. “Mage, you will sit there. I assume you are able to discipline our friends should they upset me?” The mage nodded as he
gladly retreated to the chair and poured himself a measure of wine. Calexis turned back to the two Darga. 
“You would not upset me would you?” she asked the two reptilian men. 
“No, Queen. I am Gortak Darga, leader of Black Darga. Black Darga is ally to Xallan Queen. You
give us many to feast upon and Black Darga gives thanks,” said the one to her left. Calexis looked to the other Darga. She noticed that while Gortak’s scaled hide was a mottled grey-green with black scales, the other one was similar but with dark brown scales. 
“I am Razak Darga, leader of Brown Darga. Brown Darga is also ally to Xallan Queen. Thanks be
to her for much feasting. Brown Darga and Razak Darga pleased to help Xallan Queen,” he said. 
Calexis smiled and nodded, wondering whether she would need the mage at all. Still, she thought it
best that she not command them to eat the robeless mage-priest, though she suspected they would likely
enjoy nothing less. 
“Do you like it here, Razak?” Calexis asked. 
“Yes, Queen, very much.” 
“And you, Gortak? What do you think of my palace?” The Darga glanced around the room, heavy
breaths coming from his thin reptilian nostrils. 
“Queen’s palace is warm. Good for Darga,” he said. “Darga not like cold.” 
Calexis could almost see the Darga leaning forward. 
“I am glad for you, Gortak, and for you, Razak.” She smiled. “You have been summoned here for a
reason. I have been told that you both are the greatest of all Darga, that you are the leaders of the two most powerful Darga tribes. Is this true?” She let her eyes wander over the heavy bulk and coarsing muscles of the man-like reptiles. How human looking they were in certain ways, yet how very much more. Gortak
stepped forward. 
“Black Darga is proudest of Darga. Strongest.” 
Razak snapped his head to look at the other Darga, his eyes narrowing in suspicion and jealousy. 
Calexis nodded at Razak. The black Darga were said to be larger than the brown, but not by much. The
brown were also said to be more intelligent. 
“And the Brown Darga is said to be very clever,” Calexis said to Razak, whose hungry reptilian
gaze returned to the naked queen. 
“Yes queen. Brown Darga is clever and strong,” he said and growled at Gortak. 
Calexis held up her hand. 
“You are both mighty warriors and leaders to your people,” she said, “but you fight with each other. 
The Black Darga and the Brown Darga do not cooperate. They do not share.” Both Darga stood silent for
a moment, unsure how to respond. Calexis spared them the effort. “Today, the Darga will learn to share.” 
Calexis put her hands into the cushion of the bed and pushed herself upright. Her movement put her
scent in the air and both Darga drew in great breaths with the noticeable increase in the arousal they had detected when they had entered the room. 
“Come to me, Darga, both of you,” she said. 
The young mage-priest who had been sipping from his cup at the small table nearly choked as he
took a swallow of the strong wine. He grimaced, wide-eyed, as the drink passed the lump in his throat. 
Calexis caught his reaction from the corner of her eye and she smiled at him briefly as the two Darga
hungrily approached her bedside. 
Through the restraint spell he had cast on the Darga should they prove troublesome, the mage-priest
could sense their thoughts. He had worked on the spell for days because Darga were surprisingly resistant to magic and he wanted to be sure that he could stop them from doing anything that displeased the queen or might put her in danger. Darga were rumored to eat people and it would not do for them to mistake the queen for a meal, but through the magical link he had created the young mage could see that the things
going through the minds of the two lizard-men were not on feeding, but something else altogether. 
At first, he thought about stopping them, but he realized they were doing exactly as Calexis
intended, and the young mage priest was not about to go against the will of the Xallan Queen. He stepped away from the scene and poured more wine into his cup, fighting the urge to run from the room in horror as the magical link he had created forced him to experience every lascivious thought running through the minds of the two Darga as they indulged their animalistic lust with the woman. 


*****
Calexis did not leave her bedchamber for several days but quiet whispers worked their way around
the Imperial Palace among those either brave or foolish enough to dare even speak of what had transpired that night. Those who worked at the palace and knew of their queen’s appetite for men were accustomed
to dealing with the sounds of her usual form of entertainment, but something had gone on in the queen’s bedchamber and now it seemed something serious was happening to her. The woman who tended to the
queen’s washing was said to have fainted when her large washbasin ran red with blood from the queen's
bed sheets. 
In truth, the young mage priest who had accompanied the Darga into Calexis’ bedchamber later
became gravely concerned for her life. Even though he had little experience of such things, he could only described what he saw that night as brutal and animalistic, beyond what he thought possible for the human body to endure. He was surprised when, the few times he tried to intervene, the queen ordered him not to. 
She was determined to carry out her experiment and it almost seemed as though she derived a great deal
of pleasure from it. 
When the two reptilian men finished with her and were ushered out of the room, the young mage
was shocked at the sight of the queen. She lay upon the bed, dazed, senseless, and bleeding in so many
places, bitten, scratched and bruised. He would have thought to punish or even kill the Darga except for the exhausted smile on the queen’s bruised lips. The young mage ordered warm water and fresh bedding
and set about using his magic to heal the worst of Calexis’ injuries. When he placed his hand on her
forehead and touched her with his magic he discovered something that made his heart nearly stop beating. 
Unsure at first, he felt with his magic then with his physical senses. Calexis was swollen in many
ways to be sure, but the mage chastefully felt her breasts and found that they were hot and had become
noticeably larger, fuller. The skin on their sides felt unnatural, both smooth and rough to the touch, and he felt what was the growth of very fine scales beginning to appear and running down from them along her
sides. More surprising, even the mild pressure of his hand on her breast caused her nipples to run with milk that ran down from her chest and ran off the sides of her belly, which now seemed to protrude from her abdomen. Worried that she might have som kind of bruising, but more concerned about the reason she
had invited the Darga to her bed, he ran his hand down to her stomach and called forth his power, gently probing looking for signs of what he feared. There, he felt it, but he could not see it clearly. His power was being muted somehow, probably related to the Darga's innate ability to repel certain kinds of magic. 
From what he could tell, new life was already growing inside her, and much like Darga childbearing, the gestation had taken hold and was happening very quickly. The further shocking side effect was that the
reptilian nature of the pregnancy was somehow mixing with Calexis’ own humanity and causing such
changes in her, and it was happening quickly. 
The mage debated whether he should call on some of his brethren mage priests, but none of them
were as experienced at healing as he was, nor were they as familiar with the nature of the Darga. He had made the reptilians a course of study over the last several years. What worried him was that the Darga
birth cycle lasted mere weeks instead of seasons and that the average Darga was nearly full grown within a few short months of being born. He shuddered to think of how Calexis’ fragile human body would
endure such a rapid pregnancy, especially after how brutally she had already been treated, but his fears were allayed somewhat with the further physical changes he saw taking place in her. 
Perhaps it was his power enhancing his sight but the mage could almost see the scales taking shape
before his eyes on more of the queen’s body and her stomach became even more distended with every
passing moment. Thus far, the queen's life did not appear to be in any immediate danger but, given the
nature of the situation, he decided then and there that he would not leave her side until she had come
through this ordeal. The young mage had never heard of a thing like this being done and he prayed to the one god that Calexis would survive. He was a mage of the Priesthood, but he was also a Xallan and was
loyal to his queen. It would not do for him to have played a part in her being harmed. 
It had taken nearly two days before Calexis had awakened and she opened her eyes to find the mage
still at her side. Her brow furrowed as she looked at him, disoriented at first and wondering why he was there in her chambers. At least he was unclothed as was the custom in her presence, though for some
reason, she was not feeling particularly amorous. She was tired and her body hurt, everywhere. Then she remembered, what she had done, and what had happened with the Darga. Calexis took a deep breath. She
could feel her breasts hot and engorged and she could feel the tight strain on the skin of her belly and, when she felt something warm and moving deep within her, she knew she had succeeded. 
The young mage thought his queen might be upset or confused but when she smiled at him, his
fearful suspicions about her purpose were confirmed. He noticed that her teeth had also begun to change their shape and somehow seemed sharper and pointier than they had previously been. A short time passed
before the young mage worked up the courage to ask a question that had been plaguing him from the start. 
“Your highness. Please, tell me why? Why would you do such a thing?” he asked, getting up from
the side of the bed and beginning to pace nervously. Calexis watched him with eyes that resembled the
gaze of a predator. She smiled widely now and the mage could see short fangs had grown where her
normal pointed teeth had been. 
“Why?” she responded, letting her head fall back on the pillow to look at the rich fabric that
sheltered her bed. “Maybe I want more. And now I have something very powerful.” She held her hand
over her stomach. “And he will rule the Darga for me so you mages won’t have to worry yourselves with
keeping them in line.” She let her head fall to the side and stared again at the mage. “Now get me
something to eat.” 
“Yes your majesty. Shall I have the kitchen prepare…” 
“Meat, mage, raw meat, and lots of it. And if you don’t hurry, I’ll just have to eat you.” 
The young mage picked up his robes from the place where he had left them and scurried out of the
room. Calexis smiled as she watched him leave, feeling like a cat who had just sent a mouse out to fetch her dinner and she wondered what a mage’s flesh might taste like. It was too bad she could not take their power in such a way and make it her own, or she would consider dining on their kind. 


*****
“Makes my blood boil, it does!” Duke Boric exclaimed as his horse pushed through the deep snow. 
“We did nothing to provoke them and now they’ve all but declared war on us!” He turned from his
nephew Borrican who rode beside him and gazed at the high peaks and treacherous canyons that fell
beneath the mountain road. “At least we’ve got the mountains and the snow. That will buy us some time.” 
Spring was still a ways off, but the main road between Kandara and Maramyr, which was usually
kept open, had been closed by order of Cerric who was now king of the land to the south. Instead of the usual garrison that patrolled the road and kept it clear after heavy snows, there were now several times as many soldiers posted at the way stations leading up to the mountains and several scouting parties had
ventured into Kandaran lands. They had even attacked several of the Kandaran outposts that were closest to the border. The Maramyrian scouts they had taken prisoner defiantly told them of the princess' murder, and how everyone knew the Kandarans were responsible, particularly the prince, who they believed was
the one who had planned the attack. 
Both the Duke and his nephew agreed that the story was preposterous. Boric knew it made little
sense that Borrican would do anything to harm Ariana for it was obvious, to him at least, that his nephew was in love with the girl, even though Borrican did not quite realize it. Boric had been doing everything in his power to arrange things so the two of them might marry one day. And Borrican thought it was a
ridiculous idea that Aaron would be the one to put her in danger. Aaron had helped him save the princess when she had been attacked in the forest and could easily have harmed her then and numerous other times since, if that had ever been his intent. 
Borrican was numb at first from the loss of both the princess and his friend Aaron so his uncle
Boric had suggested that they should oversee the defense of the kingdom from the encroaching enemy. The cold of the mountain trail and the regular skirmishes between their patrol of soldiers and the Maramyrian scouts kept him occupied enough not to indulge his sorrow, but after a while, an angry fire began to burn deep inside him. First, the Xallans had blamed his people for attacks on the villages near the eastern
mountains, which had had already created tensions between Kandara and Maramyr, now that Cerric was
becoming more and more friendly with the Xallan Queen, and now, he was being personally blamed for
the murder of two of his only real friends. Borrican was angry that things could be twisted around in such a way and he was mortified that it would likely mean war for Kandara. No matter how angry he was, he
could not shake the sadness that his friends were dead and the frustration at how powerless he was, 
wishing he could somehow go back and see them again. He was lost in such thoughts when his uncle
suggested they should ride ahead of their soldiers a distance, where they could speak privately. 
“I found something in the eastern foothills, Borrican,” Borric said. “I wouldn’t have known if I
hadn’t run across them before, but once, long ago, I spent some time in the eastern reaches north of Xalla.” 
Duke Boric breathed a sigh in the cold air, sending a frosty cloud from his mouth. “I think those villages were burned by Darga.” 
Borrican turned to his uncle. 
“Darga?” he asked, remembering having learned about them in his studies. “The snake people?” 
Duke Boric nodded. 
“They are called that, but Darga are more like lizards than anything, Borrican. They are a little
bigger than a human, they walk upright and, though they are not particularly intelligent they, they can speak as well. Tribes of them live in the swamp far to the east of the Xallan Empire, and they’re very
dangerous.” 
“They have something to do with dragons, right?” Borrican asked. 
“Some people think they are distant cousins to dragons,” his uncle said, shaking his head. “But I
can’t imagine that, apart from having scales, they’d have anything in common. Dragons are creatures of
magic and are intelligent, while the Darga are fairly stupid and are not known to have any special powers. 
Plus, while a hungry dragon might make a snack out of a cow or a deer, the lizard men will kill and eat anything that bleeds red, and it is rumored that humans are one of their favorite prey.” 
“They eat men?” Borrican asked, appalled at the idea. Duke Boric nodded. 
“And women and children," he said. “When I rode east to the Xallan borders I found Darga tracks
near a few of the villages that were burned. Most of the signs had been covered up, and things were made to look like we Kandarans were behind it, but I found a few tracks that were missed and I followed them back to an encampment that looked like it had been occupied around the same time as the villages were
destroyed. There was a pit, buried over and fairly well hidden." As his uncle continued his story, Borrican felt a chill that did not come from the biting wind of the mountain pass. "I dug it up and it was full of bones, human bones, gnawed clean. I encountered the Darga once, a long time ago when I was a
young man about your age, and there was no mistaking the kind of damage they can do. I am going to dig
up some of the old records when we get back to the city and see if I can try to find out more about these creatures. It seems they are directly involved in this plot against Kandara.” 
“Don't the Darga come from the east of the Xallan Empire?" Borrican asked, trying to remember the
few things he had learned about the lizard men during his studies. "Wouldn’t the Xallans know if the Darga were to pass through their lands?” 
“We have little interaction with the Xallan lands and its people, but they are very military oriented
so one would certainly think so, Borrican,” he said with a frown as he urged his horse through the
gathering snow. “One would certainly think so.” 
CHAPTER THREE
A lone rider made his way through the dense forest trail while several sets of eyes looked on from
among the snow-covered trees. The trail was known only to a few of the local farmers and hunters and
this rider certainly did not look like one of them. His fine wool cloak billowed in the blowing snow as he halted his mount and scanned the trees, sensing that someone or something was watching. He whistled a
birdcall then waited for a moment before whistling another one. 
From the trees, Brian and Kaleb glanced at each other. The rider knew their signals, but neither of
them could recognize who he was and it could easily be a trap since Manfred had captured a few of the
men in a recent ambush and they might have been forced to give away information. Kaleb gestured for
Brian to take a position closer to the man then whistled a birdcall of his own. 
The rider heard the sound and turned in his saddle. 
Kaleb watched Brian make his way silently along a short ridge that ran beside the trail. He was
impressed with how naturally the young man moved across any kind of terrain, sure-footed and quiet as a deer, despite his size. Brian had grown heavy with muscle over the winter, a far sight bigger than he was when they had first met, and yet he was one of his stealthiest men. One of the advantages of growing up in the forest, Kaleb supposed. Once Brian was in place, Kaleb whistled again. The rider slowly dismounted. 
That was a good sign. If it were a trap, whoever the man might happen to be, he would not be able to
escape before the arrow that Brian had knocked in his bow found its way to him. 
The man repeated his first whistle again then after a ten count, he repeated the second. Kaleb
scanned the surrounding trees. There was no sign that anyone had been following the rider. He responded with another whistle then raised a hand over the drift of snow that had been shielding him. The rider saw the movement and left his horse where it stood, trudging through the snow. Kaleb watched as the man
approached, pulling the heavy hood of his cloak from his head and dropping it to his shoulders. He was
relieved to recognize the man as a friend, and a good one at that. 
“Jax Larien!” Kaleb called as he rose from the blanket of white. Jax smiled, glad to have finally
found his old friend after much searching. 
“Kaleb.” He outstretched his hand and clasped it to that of his friend. “Good fortune to have found
you.” 
Kaleb gripped Jax’s hand and saw that his lips were nearly blue from the cold. Remembering the
young man still hiding in the trees, Kaleb turned and signalled to Brian that all was well. A moment later Brian rose from the snow and began his descent to the trail to join them. 
“I wasn't sure if you were still in this part of the forest,” Jax said. “But I had hoped as much. Please tell me you have a warm fire nearby.” The man rubbed his hand together and Kaleb smiled. 
“That I do. And though it’s some distance from here, I think you’ll make it,” he said with a smile
then turned to his young companion. Brian had slung his bow back over his shoulder but his hands still
rested cautiously on the handles of the two axes tucked into his belt. “Jax Larian of Ormyr, meet Brian of Ashford,” Kaleb introduced them. Brian nodded to the dark-cloaked rider. 
“Well met, Brian,” Jax said, shivering visibly. He turned back to Kaleb. “They grow them big in
these parts, don’t they.” Kaleb laughed and looked at the strapping lad, realizing that Brian might look intimidating with his massive shoulders and the two oversized battle-axes crisscrossing his belt. 
They arrived back at the hillside barracks a short while later and Kaleb was pleased to learn that
Jax had already searched the area and had not been able to find the hidden shelter. If an expert tracker like Jax could not find the place, then it was unlikely that anyone else could. Even though a hot fire burned brightly in the hearth, the special chimney made by the original builders, and recently brought back into service by Kaleb’s men, dissipated the smoke so that even from a short distance, it would not be visible to searching eyes. While Jax warmed himself by the fire, Kaleb retrieved a bottle of strong spirits and asked Brian to see about some hot food for them all. 
Jax happily sat at the table closest to the hearth and watched as Brian placed thick strips of salt
pork on the heavy iron grill that hung over the hot fire. Kaleb handed him the bottle and, not even
bothering to smell what it was, Jax took a strong pull from it, feeling the slow burn as the liquor made its way down his throat. He had travelled a long way through the vicious winter snow to find his friend and was relieved that hospitality was in relative abundance. 
“So tell me, Jax, what brings you out this way?” Kaleb asked, almost nonchalantly. "I thought you
were determined to stay at Maramyr to keep an eye on things.” Brian sat down on the end of the bench by the fire and Jax glanced at the young man, then around at the room seeing that a number of Kaleb’s men
were listening intently, likely curious about who he might be. 
“I got a pretty good look at the inside of the dungeon and it convinced me to leave,” Jax told his
friend. Kaleb raised an eyebrow. 
“You were arrested? How?” 
“Caught, arrested, jailed, and pretty much convicted on the spot. That’s the way Cerric runs things
now at Maramyr. They were going to put me to death so I thought it was a good time as any to escape.” 
Kaleb shook his head and looked over at Brian. 
“Jax here is one of the best swordsmen in all Maramyr, and a pretty good thief too. It’s a hard day
when someone like him gets caught by the city guard.” Kaleb told him. He did not tell the boy that Jax was also a trained assassin, a secret known to very few. 
The Larians had been a family of assassins who had been given land and titles by the last king, 
Gregor, with the promise that they would no longer practice their craft in his lands. The Larians of Ormyr had thus become sworn protectors to the king and spies for the throne even though Gregor had not asked it of them. They had claimed that such activity would allow them to keep up their skills without them having to kill anyone, at least not anyone important. When Cerric had assumed regency over Maramyr, he quickly set out to discredit the Larians, claiming that they could not be trusted, though the real reason was that the Larians refused to spy for Cerric. 
The regent finally found his opportunity to rid himself of the family of spies one day when Dash
Larian, Jax’s father had been discovered in a sealed wing of the palace without leave of the royal guard. 
For such trespass, Cerric had rescinded the dead king’s order of title and seized the lands of Ormyr from the Larian family. Dash Larian was never heard from again but, for a long time, Jax believed that his
father still lived. Jax found out from one of the palace guards that his father had been caught in the part of the palace where the king and queen had died. It was supposed to have been sealed off permanently, but
no one could say how either Dash or the palace guards, who had allegedly apprehended him, had been
able to enter that part of the palace in the first place. That had been years ago, and Jax had lost his taste for honorable living and had become an inveterate thief, though he still kept up with a few friends from the more respectable days of his youth. 
Jax stared at the fire, feeling the warmth penetrate the layer of cold that had worked its way into his flesh. He was a great swordsman and a very good thief but bad luck had betrayed him that day in the
crown city. Of course it had been a might foolish to steal the Xallan ambassador's jewels by the light of day but he had taken greater risks many a time and always escaped without a scratch. 
“Bad luck,” he said, staring at the flickering fire. “It was plain bad luck. I was liberating the purse of the Xallan ambassador when I ran across one of the young Academy boys. I hate to admit it, but he
slowed me down long enough to get me surrounded by the city guard.” Kaleb raised an eyebrow. 
“A student?” he asked. Jax nodded. 
“I didn’t think they still taught them proper swordplay but this fellow was years beyond anything he
would have learned here. Aaron was his name, and he seemed to be a real honorable sort too, and since
honor is in short supply these days, it would have been a shame to kill him, so I figured it would be easier to surrender and escape later.” Brian had been turning the bacon on the grill when he heard Jax mention Aaron's name. He wondered if it could be his friend, Aaron, who he had been wondering about for some
time. 
“You said someone named Aaron stopped you?” Brian asked. Jax smiled at him
“I'm pretty sure that was his name. Nice young fellow.” 
“What did he look like?” Brian asked and Kaleb leaned back and listened with interest. 
“About my height but a little bigger in the shoulder," Jax told him. "Light hair, good features and blue eyes that seem to look right through you. He’d be about your age too and damn good with a sword. 
Not as good as me, but in another life, he would make an excellent sparring partner.” 
“Do you know this fellow?” Kaleb asked Brian. 
“It sounds like he might be a friend of mine,” Brian said with a frown, though his eyes were shining
with excitement. “And he was very good with a sword. Tarnath had him training with it since he was a
boy.” 
“Tarnath?” Jax asked. Kaleb too looked surprised. “The armsmaster?” Brian shrugged. 
“He was Aaron’s uncle. He said he was a soldier at Maramyr a long time ago. I didn't really pay
much attention to things like that before, but he’s the one who taught me how to use the axes and to shoot a bow properly.” 
Jax nodded slowly and took another drink of the strong liquor. Tarnath had been one of his father’s
friends, someone he himself had met and respected as a fighter. His father, who some might say had been an even better swordsman than Jax himself, though Jax would beg to differ, had considered Tarnath to be his equal with a blade, a respect accorded to few, if anyone. If this Aaron had trained with the old
armsmaster it would certainly explain why he had given Jax a difficult time. Unfortunately for Brian, who seemed quote pleased to hear of his friend, Jax had heard more about this young Aaron, mostly from
eavesdropping on the guards, who were some of the worst gossips he had ever encountered. As it turned
out, the young man in question had made quite a name for himself. 
“Well my boy, I don’t know what sort your friend Aaron really is, but they're saying he conspired
with the Kandarans and murdered the princess, Ariana," Jax told him. "Apparently, Cerric intends to go to war with Kandara over it." 
Brian had been about to serve the man some hot food but now he felt more like giving him a taste of
cold steel. He turned toward Jax with a smoldering look on his face and his fists clenched. His axes were standing by the wall, but he had not removed his dagger from its sheath on his belt. Brian reached for it, but discovered it was gone, and somehow Jax was no longer at the table. Brian felt a pressure at his
throat. 
“Easy there, my boy," Jax said. "I’m not saying that your friend did what they say he did, I’m just telling you what they’re saying.” 
More than a dozen swords pulled from their sheaths as the rest of the room saw the stranger Jax
suddenly standing behind Brian with a dagger at his throat. Kaleb, who had listened to the entire exchange held up his hands to his men, motioning them to stand down. He watched as Brian’s face slowly calmed
and the young man regained his composure. Jax slowly removed the sharp blade from his throat and
smoothly spun around Brian, effortlessly tucking his dagger back into its sheath on his belt and Brian was surprised at how quickly the man moved. 
By the time Brian looked up from the dagger at his belt, Jax was sitting back at the table, stretching
his feet out with his own dagger balanced on the tip of his finger. Kaleb shook his head and chuckled at the scene, despite the shocking news he had just heard. He stood to address his men who still had hands to their swords. 
“This man, Jax Larian, is our friend and he has just demonstrated to Brian how quickly we might be
disarmed should we be inattentive or let our emotions get the better of us." Kaleb shot a look at Brian. 
"He will stay with us for a time and we are fortunate to have him among us. I ask that you welcome him and listen to what he has to say. Jax has come from Maramyr and brings news that will likely affect us
all." 
On cue, Jax stood and took a dramatic bow for Kaleb’s men as more of them filtered into the main
room from other adjoining rooms. As he introduced himself, Kaleb motioned for Brian to sit near him that they might talk. 
“I am sorry, Lord Kaleb,” Brian said. “But Aaron was my friend and I can’t imagine him doing such
a thing. I got a little angry, but your friend Jax is right. He's just telling the story as he heard it. I still don't believe it though.” 
“I think you are right to be suspicious, Brian," Kaleb told him "Too many things have been
happening in Cerric’s favor of late for him not to be involved in this somehow. I wonder that people have not come right out and begun saying as much, but perhaps they are too afraid. We have had reports for
some time that those who have disagreed with Cerric have either gone missing or turned up dead.” Kaleb
turned to his friend. "Let's hear the news from the crown city." 
They listened as Jax told them what he had learned at Maramyr before he had escaped the city. 
Things did not sound good, either for those in the city, or for the people who lived in the country. He told them about the Xallans and that Kandara was being blamed for the death of the princess. If Cerric and the Xallan Queen were talking of an alliance against Kandara, it looked as though things in the dark forest and the borderlands were only likely get worse. 


*****
Dakar strode purposefully across the great study where Cerric stood before a series of maps. He
hid his displeasure when Cerric ignored his entrance. Dakar wondered how long he could endure this
subservience to this common mortal king and reveled in the knowledge that with his own magic he could
snuff his life with a thought. Still, the Book was clear that the throne of Maramyr was to be respected and revered, frustrating though that might be. The Council of Priests, of which he was a member, had
conferred and decided that the required reverence also extended to the throne’s current occupant, for the time being. Dakar hoped that when the One God was raised, he would finally be rid of this petty and
troublesome king. 
Cerric had long used members of the priesthood as ambassadors and messengers since they could, 
when necessary, travel with the aid of their magic and they were fairly secure from attack since few
would dare accost a mage. As much as the mage priests assisted the king in this manner, they also used
their trusted position to their own benefit. Dakar had read every piece of correspondence that had left the king’s chamber for more than a year and it was this latest letter that had incensed him when Dakar had
realized what it meant. Cerric was brokering an alliance with the Xallan Queen, to go to war with
Kandara, and while that was part of the plan the priesthood had set in motion, Cerric's method of forming that alliance had been something of a surprise. 
“I have heard some rather interesting rumors, your highness,” Dakar said. Cerric did not turn but
rather kept his gaze intently on a map of Kandara. 
“What rumors have you heard, Dakar?” Cerric was not surprised in the least at the mage’s visit. 
“That you are planning an alliance with the Xallan Queen in your attack on Kandara.” Dakar said. 
Cerric laughed. 
“I had not thought that to be a great secret but yes, that is what I am planning." 
Dakar cleared his throat. 
"I have also heard that you have proposed marriage to the Xallan Queen," Dakar added. 
Cerric looked up from his map. 
“Need I remind you, highness that we must devote ourselves to the preparations for the ceremony of
the One.” He knew that this would not go over with the king. Cerric looked at him, with imperious scorn. 
“And I have given you free reign to do whatever you need to prepare for your ceremony," Cerric
told him. "I have allocated money and labor, the wealth of my kingdom to support this monstrous temple you black robes are building. Besides, when this God comes, he will see how I have conquered in his
name and know that I am a truly noble king. But what is a king without an heir? And why settle for a
kingdom when I could have an empire?” 
Dakar could see the glimmer of greed in Cerric's eyes. The man truly was obsessed with his own
greatness now that he had attained the power he had coveted for so long, and Dakar thought it might be
time to reign in this usurper king a little bit, reminding him that just because he wore a crown, he was not all powerful. 
“How do you propose to conquer Kandara, my lord, when the mages of the priesthood will be
devoting their energies to the coming of the One? We will be unable to assist you, especially if the
Kandarans call the dragons of the north.” Dakar wondered if Cerric had forgotten about the fearsome
creatures that were long fabled to protect the mountain kingdom. 
“There are no dragons in Kandara," Cerric scoffed. "Their existence is either a myth or they have long since died out." 
“And if it is not a myth?” Dakar asked. The revelations of the book had shown images of dragon
fire, so it certainly was possible. 
“Then I suppose my army will face a challenge. Still, I expect that if dragons were to cross the
battlefield, I can count on the support of the Priesthood,” Cerric said with a little less challenge in his voice. Dakar smiled. 
“Do you wish to force our hand in this?” Dakar asked, as though the thought had only just occurred
to him. “If you are attacked, then we will be forced to defend you since we of the priesthood have sworn to do so. Very clever.” 
“I thought you might like it.” Cerric grinned. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. This war will be
fought on the ground and, based on the way negotiations are going, I believe that Calexis will agree to aid me with many of her soldiers. With the might of our combined armies, Kandara will fall and we will
share in the riches of that barbaric mountain land.” Dakar nodded slowly. 
“My king, I cannot prevent you from a war with Kandara, but I can counsel you to caution. A war
with Kandara will be very costly and will burden your lands. Be sure that the Xallans are firm in their support and commit themselves as much as do you. Calexis is truly a poweful queen, but she did not get
that way by ignoring opportunities. If the power of Maramyr grows weak from the struggle of war, I
would not be surprised should she choose such a moment to take advantage of your weakness,” he
warned. Cerric smiled. 
“That is why I have proposed marriage to the Xallan Queen. If she accepts, then we will attack
Kandara together, bearing equally the burden of such an undertaking. Fear not, mage, for as much as I am taken with Calexis, I would not be so foolhardy as to trust her.” 
“Very well. I will assign several mage priests as ambassadors to Kandara, that they might at least
gather information under the guise of interceding in this conflict. If you are determined upon this course, then we might as well do what we can to ensure a speedy victory,” Dakar conceded, irritated at even the small offer he was making, though, the truth of it was that Cerric's actions fit quite neatly into the
Priesthood's own plans. 
“You have my gratitude, Dakar.” Cerric put his hand on the mage’s shoulder briefly then turned
back to his maps. “Why should I not rule all of these lands?” He waved his hand in front of the entire map. 
“Kandara will be but one small addition to which will be the greatest empire this world has ever seen.” 
Dakar nodded then exited the room, leaving Cerric to dream of glory and riches. It was not a bad
plan, but he wondered how difficult Calexis would prove to manage. Already the mage-priests in Xalla-
Prime had sent him many disturbing reports. 


*****
Screams echoed through the palace despite the mages’ best attempts to magically dampen the sound. 
The mage priest Shadar, head of the Xallan order of the priesthood had returned to Xalla-Prime from Blue Island, the mage retreat far to the west, to discover that one of his lesser brethren had permitted something unspeakable to happen. He had not been informed of Calexis' plans, and now the queen was with child
and an abomination was soon to be born. 
Mere weeks after Calexis’ audience, as it was referred to by those who knew, with the two Darga, 
she had grown full with child and her own body had become very much altered beyond the usual signs of
pregnancy. Shadar had heard that among the Darga, successful mating among the females would cause a
shift in their physical make-up, but he was surprised to see what had happened to the once-human queen. 
Shiny scales had grown along her sides and around her breasts all the way up to her neck. They also
grew from the small of her back, around her waist and down parts of her legs. Her skin had changed color as well, darkening in certain areas and lightening even more in others. Her face, in particular, had become even paler than it had been before. But these surface things were not what surprised Shadar the most. It was the magic he now sensed in her that gave him pause and made him suspect the changes in Calexis
might not be merely physical. 
With whatever kind of creature was growing inside her, it was hard to tell much of anything, since
the Darga themselves had a kind of natural magical energy that took a different form than traditional
magic. Once Calexis was rid of the abomination of the birth she was attempting, the mage would be better able to tell what her powers truly entailed, though now that he had taken the opportunity to examine the Xallan queen more closely, as far as he could discern, Calexis appeared to have some power to her that
was hers alone. It was not enough that it would have attracted the attention of the Priesthood, but enough that she could probably do certain things if properly trained. That small amount of power, while not
enough to make her suceptible to the power of the book, had coupled with the changes she was
experiencing from her Darga pregnancy, now might make her more difficult to control. 
Shadar watched Calexis from a short distance as sweat glistened across her brow and the cords
stood out on her neck as she pushed, trying to birth whatever was growing inside of her. Midwives rushed around the room, bringing more cloth and water to the bed, which ran black with the queen’s altered
blood. The mage searched her with his power and could feel the weakness beginning to take hold in
Calexis. She had already bled badly for two days, straining with the birth but still she labored on. The midwives were afraid and little could have prepared them for what they were about to see. 
Calexis took a deep breath then she froze with a look of panic on her face. Suddenly she screamed
then choked as the contraction took hold. Shadar and the midwives watched as the queen’s stomach began
to shift lower until, at her opening, something began to appear. Flesh tore and she bled heavily for a
moment, which then stopped as the pressure of something dark slowly slipped from her birth canal and
into the outside world. With a wrenching sob, the queen felt the oversized burden slide out of her and her body fell back on the cushions. 
On the bed between her legs was a translucent bag covered in dark, viscous liquid and reddish
black blood. Calexis breathed heavily from exhaustion and pain, unable to lift her head to see what had come out of her. One of the midwives slowly reached out a hand but pulled it back as the thing on the bed moved slightly. 
“Don’t touch him!” Calexis snapped and raised her head with a wild look in her eyes. 
The midwives looked to the mage Shadar and he nodded, motioning them away from the queen. 
They gladly left the room, not caring to stay any longer. It mattered very little what they thought since, like every member of the palace staff, Shadar had placed a spell on them the moment he had returned to Xalla-Prime. None of them could speak of what had happened in this room or of the queen’s experience with the Darga. Shadar had explained very clearly that the spell would kill them before they could give voice to such thoughts, and it had only taken a few deaths from idle gossip to make the point clear. For now, 
Callexis' pregnancy would remain a secret. 
Now Shadar wondered whether he could protect his queen from herself. He watched as Calexis
painfully closed her legs and reached for the wet bundle, pulling it towards her chest with the cord still attached to her. She either did not notice him or she ignored his presence as she held the struggling bulk near her face and opened her mouth. Fangs extended and she bit first into the cord, shreiking as if it gave her pain. Next she carved open the sack with a precision born of instinct rather than skill. Shadar watched as she ate whatever it was that covered it, revealing a creature that looked somehow like a Darga yet was more human than any lizard-man the mage had ever seen. 
Like the queen, the child was human in its form yet bore scales over most of its body. Its face was
human except for its pale color and the scales that ran to its temples but even Shadar jumped back when the child opened its mouth. A long row of razor sharp teeth graced both the top and bottom of its mouth. 
When the queen picked up the baby, who was evidently a male, and held it to her breast, the mage
watched in horror as sharp fangs extend from the row of teeth and the monstrous child plunged them into her nipple and began to feed, hungrily dribbling rivulets of blood and milk from the corners of its mouth. 
Calexis cried out at the sudden pain then she began to laugh quietly. Her eyes rolled back into her
head and moaned as though the sensation at her breast was pleasurable in some way. Shadar carefully
approached her bed, though he stayed well enough away to retreat if need be. Calexis had already killed three servants and seriously wounded the other mage who had attended her. This last, Shadar thought, was a fitting punishment for the mage's role in allowing this travesty to occur. He stared in both wonderment and horror at the half-Darga child and he nearly jumped back when it opened one of its eyes and stared at him all the while continuing to feed. 
“He will grow quickly, my queen,” Shadar told her. Calexis turned a red-rimmed eye to stare at him
and something was different about the way she looked at him now. The queen seemed calm, and despite
her condition, she appeared stronger, more powerful. 
“Yes. He will be a strong warrior,” she said. “And an obedient son.” Shadar frowned. 
“I hope he is what you wished for,” he said, wondering of what mind she was about the creature she
had borne. Calexis smiled. 
“He is perfect. Absolute perfection,” she purred. “His name will be Draxis. You will teach him.” 
Shadar frowned. 
“That may be a difficult job my queen. I have no experience raising Darga children,” he said, turned
his head away, unable to stare any longer at the abomination at her breast. 
“Does he look like a Darga?” Calexis snapped. The child stopped his feeding for a moment and
looked up at the mage, blood and milk running down his pale greyish chin. The queen put her hand gently on her child’s head, drawing him back to her breast. She shuddered again as he sunk his fangs back into the softness of her flesh. “He is my child. With the best the world can offer, he will be stronger than any Darga and more clever than any human for I made him with my magic,” she told her black robed advisor. 
“Your magic?” Shadar feigned ignorance, though he was curious to know about the queen's power. 
Calexis laughed. 
“My magic. You did not know because I did not want you to know. I have my own power, taught to
me by my mother before I took her life. It is has made many things possible for me, mage. You, of all
people, should understand the advantages that power brings.” 
“Yes, my queen. And as for your son, it appears that he too shares some of that power. Shall I teach
him about that as well?” Calexis gave the mage a cold look. 
“No. You will not,” she said sharply. “You will teach him about the world and see to his training
for war. He will some day command my armies as we bring the world to its knees.” 
The mage nodded. 
“I must point out my queen that his training must be very intense. He will be fully grown before the
summer. Darga reach adulthood by their first year,” he told her. Calexis nodded. 
“Yes, I know this already. Your job will not be too difficult, mage. I have already been teaching
him, myself.” She looked down at the child at her breast. “Right Draxis? You know many things already.” 
Draxis again lifted his mouth from her breast, revealing another set of punctures in her skin. “Who is that over there, Draxis?” she asked. The lizard-child turned and looked at Shadar. 
“Shadar, mage,” Draxis said with a voice that rasped too low to be that of a human child. Calexis
smiled. 
“Very good. Shadar will teach you many things. And my soldiers will teach you how to kill. What
do you want to do first?” she asked. Draxis turned his yellow-green eyes back to his mother with a sense of longing. 
“Feed,” he said with a toothy grin and then sunk his fangs back into the queen’s breast. 
Calexis gasped, her body spasming. The pain in her loins that had receded to a dull ache now
returned in force as her body contracted. Caught unaware, she flung the newborn from her breast almost
involuntarily. Shadar was amazed to see the young half-Darga child nimbly right himself and, almost
standing, take up a perch on the edge of the bed next to his mother, watching as she pushed and bled again as a second abomination began to push its way from her womb. 
CHAPTER FOUR
Blood ran down his cheek as Carlis pushed himself off the cold stone of the palace steps. Two
guards looked down at him and laughed as he brushed the snow and dirt from his fine clothes and calmly
walked the rest of the way down to the courtyard and out of the palace gates. The guards at the gate did not stop the former magistrate since Carlis had long been well known to them as an important noble of
Maramyr. They had seen him arrive at the palace only a short while ago, looking as he usually did, richly dressed and neatly arranged, but they were not surprised to see his bloodied appearance, for he was not the only important person to receive a drubbing at the royal court of late. 
As Carlis rounded the corner onto a street that led away from the palace, he cursed Cerric and his
mage priest advisors. This last meeting had not gone at all as he expected and as much as he had been
appalled by Cerric’s increasingly arbitrary method of rule, he was horrified that the king would go so far as he had today. Carlis walked through quiet streets aware that many of the nobles either stayed in their homes or had left for their country estates, and he could hardly blame them. The only ones who travelled freely these days were those who stood to gain in some way from the build up of the Maramyrian army. 
Carlis had gone to the palace to negotiate a contract on behalf of the Smith’s Guild and the scores of
metalworkers who hoped to contribute their labors to the coming war against Kandara. They had not
asked for unreasonable compensation and, in fact, as far as Carlis was concerned they should have asked for more since there would undoubtedly be additional requests without additional pay as the war efford
heated up. With Cerric busy planning the war, there were more and more such requests being made of the
smiths with little acknowledgement of the additional time and labor required to fulfil them, so it would be more efficient to set out some plan of what was needed and agree to a method of compensation in
advance, to avoid having to authorize funds each time and so the smiths could make better use of their
energy. 
However, instead of a reasonable conversation, Cerric had flatly turned down the proposal and
accused Carlis of conspiring with the Smith’s Guild to rob him and cripple the treasury. Before Carlis
could even begin to explain the basic costs of equipping a soldier and a horse, and why it would save him a fortune in gold if he would be strategic about his use of the smiths and their forges, Cerric flew into a rant, saying that the terms Carlis had put before him were tantamount to treason. That was when Carlis
made his mistake. 
He had always put Maramyr first. Even while he made deals that were profitable to himself, he
made sure that the good of the kingdom was the main priority. It had been one of his own principles that the kingdom and its people should benefit from his efforts if and when at all possible. And now he was
virtually being accused of treason. It was one of the few times in his life that Carlis had lost his temper and that had been a grave mistake. 
Indignant and frustrated with Cerric, Carlis had yelled back at the king and asked him what he
planned to do when the workers were tired because they could not afford food. He asked what weapons
would the soldiers bring to battle when the smiths and armorers had no more metal to work because the
mines of Maramyr were no longer worked by skilled men but criminals whose last interest was the
prosper of the kingdom, which had been another one of Cerric's schemes that was proving disastrour. He
asked what Cerric would do when the people who were working their hardest to help him gave up in
frustration because they were in danger of being accused of some crime or another, just because their
resourcefulness and energy seemed suspicious to the king’s advisors. Many had already begun to distance themselves from the palace and Carlis was one of the few who had continued to dutifully serve the crown, but the additional workload was beginning to take its toll on him. 
Taken aback at first, Cerric had listened to Carlis and waited until he had finished, then he coldly
told him that if he was unclear on the way things now worked in Maramyr, then perhaps he would benefit
from a demonstration. That was when two guards grabbed Carlis on either side and held him in place. 
Cerric himself descended from the dais and swung his fist into the magistrate’s stomach. When he doubled over from the pain, the king swung his other fist into the side of Carlis’ head, leaving him standing only because he was held in the grip of the palace guards. Cerric then ordered the guards to throw Carlis from the palace and made it clear that he not be allowed to return. Still reeling from the shock of what had just happened, Carlis had been subjected to further indignity by being cast down the steps to the palace by the guards, who took Cerric's command literally. As he exited the palace grounds and entered the city, he did not look back. 
The more Carlis thought about what had happened, the more he hurried down the road, worried
what might be next. He had heard a few rumors of such things already happening to others in Maramyr and not soon after they had run afoul of the king, they also wound up dead in an alley or some other unsavory location where bodies could be left. He had not believed such stories when he had first heard them, but now he knew the truth of things. Carlis hoped he would be able to leave the city with his life, but he had a stop to make and it would not be his own residence, for he was not so foolish as to show up there. 
Carlis rounded another corner and found the building he wanted. At the second door along the heavy
stone wall, he knocked five times then once again and it opened. He was admitted into a simple room by a single servant and told to wait. The room was bare except for a small table set against one wall and with two chairs, one on either side. Carlis thought about sitting down to wait but he was still too shaken and worried that if he sat, he would not be able to stand again. Instead, he paced around the small room. It was only a short time when a large round-bellied man entered from the opposite door and smiled. He
carried a book in his hand at his side. 
“Lord Carlis,” said the man named Bensa, the head of the local trade guild. “What business brings
you to my office that cannot be dealth with at the guild?” 
“Good day to you Bensa,” Carlis greeted him. “My business in Maramyr is over. I am leaving the
city and I thought to give you a warning to do the same. Cerric has rejected the latest proposal from the Smiths and verily accused me of treason because the terms were not enough in his favour.” Bensa
frowned. 
“Cerric couldn’t get better terms that that unless he dissolved the guild and went with forced labor,” 
the big man joked. When Carlis did not laugh, Bensa realized that the idea he had just suggested as being unthinkable, might be exactly what Cerric would do. He sighed and noticed that Carlis had blood on his
face and was a little peaked. “Do the Smiths know?” Bensa asked. 
“No,” Carlis told him. “I just came from the palace where, as you can see, my welcome was cut
short.” He gestured to the blood drying on the side of his face. 
"Damn soldiers," Bensa cursed. "You'd think they could at least be civil." 
"It was his majesty, Cerric himself, actually. He's quite the powerful man now." 
Bensa looked at Carlis for a moment, then he stepped over to the door from which he had entered
and knocked on it twice. The door opened and the servant from earier appeared. Bensa said a few words
to him and then the man retreated back down the passage behind the door. 
“Thank you for bringing me this information, Lord Carlis,” Bensa said. “Now, what else I can do
for you?” 
“I wish to transfer my holdings,” Carlis said. “I will be leaving the city for longer than I care to
think about, possibly for good.” 
Bensa frowned and let out a great sigh. 
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible." 
“What do you mean?” 
“Just what I said. Your holdings with the Trade Guild at Maramyr have been confiscated by the
crown,” Bensa told him, with a blank expression on his face. 
“When?” Carlis felt his face redden with anger. 
The big man looked at the floor, no longer able to hide the fact that he himself was displeased with
what he had to tell the former magistrate. The servant reappeared with a bowl of water, a washcloth, two cups and a bottle of liquor. He set the water and cloth on a small table with a mirror that was set against the wall and placed the cups and bottle on the desk. Bensa gestured to the basin, for Carlis to tidy himself up and he poured two cups of the liquor. 
“Two days ago, Cerric sent down a list of nobles who were to be stripped of their titles and
properties," Bensa explained as Carlis wet the cloth and dabbed at the blood on his face. "Any gold, valued currency or property titles held in trust by this Guild were to be transferred to the treasury by order of the king.” 
“All of it?” Carlis was astounded. 
If what Bensa was saying were true, then Cerric had planned this even before their meeting, and he
had lost a fortune! It was theft, plain and simple. But Carlis knew there was little he could do about it. 
Cerric was the king, and his word was law. Bensa opened up the book he carried and offered it to Carlis. 
“In this ledger, you will find a reckoning of your accounts,” Bensa said with a glimmer of a smile. 
This big of news was something he was more pleased to impart to Carlis, a man he had long respected
and would have called friend were the rules of the Trade Guild more permissive. “I must say that, given recent events in Maramyr, your investments at Aghlar were timely indeed.” 
Carlis accepted the book and opened it curiously. He did not remember having made any purchases
in Aghlar. He quickly flipped through the ledger to the most recent pages. There, on the line above his recent transfer to buy into the Smith’s Guild most recent proposal, was the purchase of a shipyard at
Aghlar. His jaw dropped at the sum. Bensa smiled warmly at him and handed him a cup of liquor. 
“I must say that it took some doing to transport that much gold to Aghlar, especially on such short
notice, but the Trade Guild employs very capable people in matters such as these. A message arrived just this morning confirming that your gold has arrived at Aghlar and that the transaction was authorized by the Guild there. Should you wish to finalize the purchase of the shipyard, you have thirty days to do so. In the meantime, your gold awaits you at Aghlar. I personally think you have made a very wise investment and, 
if I were you, I would see to it personally that it is properly managed.” Bensa drank the liquor in his cup, then placed it back on his desk and rubbed his hands together. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have a great deal of business to attend to before king Cerric takes the rest of my business away from me.” 
The big man turned to leave. 
“Thank you,” was all Carlis could manage. 
Bensa waved a hand at him as he exited the room. Carlis held the book loosely in his hand for a
moment and a piece of parchement fell from it to the floor. Bending, he picked it up and looked at the
writing. It was the list Bensa had mentioned, of all the nobles whose money was to be confiscated. Carlis noticed that the names were all of those who had successfully built up fortunes at trading and investment and, more importantly, all those who had been loyal or whose families had been loyal to Cerric's brother, Gregor when he was still alive. 
Carlis scanned the parchment and also saw that his friend Lady Valamyr was on the list. She was to
lose everything but her family's country estate, lands that had been entitled to her family for many
generations as the Valamyr's were one of the oldest noble families in Maramyr. Elaine would not be
pleased, that was to be sure. The lands she retained did not produce much in the way of saleable goods
these days and her family had long ago converted their wealth to various merchant enterprises, all of
which had now been confiscated. Cerric might as well have burned down her family palace at Maramyr, 
for she would no longer even be able to afford its upkeep let alone keep it supplied and staffed with
servants. 
Given the climate in the crown city of late, Carlis considered it fortunate that Elaine and her neice
had recently left for the country. They might at least be able to live for a while on what little money that did remain, though he wondered whether remaining in the kingdom was a particularly wise decision, 
considering what was happening in the kingdom, in general. Another page was stuffed in the book and
Carlis saw a recent order from Cerric citing several antiquated Maramyrian laws that authorized the use of force and summary judgement in the event that individuals were to resist any of the king's edicts. Carlis decided that the Valamyr country estate would be his first stop upon leaving the city, and he left in a hurry. 


*****
“Get out of this house immediately!” Elaine’s voice shrilled at the leering militia captain. His
greasy, unshaven face, yellowed teeth and the stale smell that lingered about him suggested that he had likely been deputized from the ranks of the lowest country tavern in Maramyr. 
“Or what?” he asked mockingly as the rest of his men searched through the many luxurious rooms of
the Valamyr country manor. Ehlena sat quietly at a nearby table, ignoring the men’s prying eyes as they passed back and forth, opening every box and cupboard in every room of the house. 
“Or the king will have your head.” Lady Valamyr stood up as tall as possible in an effort to
command some respect for her nobility. The soldier merely laughed at her. 
“King’s orders, milady.” He grinned and gestured at the jewels and gold his men were carrying out
to their horses. “Your contribution to the army. We’re going to war, in case you hadn’t heard. Care to
make a personal contribution?” He leered at the noblewoman and her neice. 
“I think you’ve taken enough for the army. I will have words with Cerric himself about this,” she
told him flatly. 
“That might not be a good idea,” Carlis said as he walked past one of the militia men standing at the
entrance the sitting room where Elaine had squared off against the captain. He noticed before he entered that the man had his hand on his sword, even though the people his superior was interrogating were
unarmed women who hardly posed a threat. The captain of the militia turned and Carlis walked right up to him. "What is your name?" he asked. 
"Parson," the man replied. "Captain Parson of the Royal Militia." 
"Thank goodness," Elaine said and then walked over to a nearby bureau and poured herself a glass of strong liquor, while Ehlena sat quietly, not saying a word. 
“And who are you?” The captain cast a suspicious look at the former magistrate. Carlis smiled. 
“I am Lord Carlis, Maramyrian Magistrate and trade negotiator for the throne,” Carlis lied, giving
him the court title that had just been stripped from him. “I am conducting a survey of the war acquisitions on behalf of his majesty, King Cerric, to ensure that your men do their jobs professionally. Have you
searched every room in this house?” 
The man stood up a little straighter. He didn’t mind threatening a lady noble and her neice, but if
this Lord Carlis was under the king's orders, he thought that he had better not irritate him. Carlis looked important and the captain did not want any trouble, not on his first day on the job, for this was a good piece of work for him and his men. The king was letting them keep a piece of what they confiscated and, if the other estates they had been told to visit were as loaded with gold and valuables as this one, they stood to live a life of plenty for a very long time. 
“Just finishing up, Lord magistrate, sir,” the man said, doing his best to sound professional. 
“Good. Then you must excuse me, for I have further business with Lady Valamyr, on behalf of the
King," Carlis told him then he leaned in close to the man and lowered his voice. "They are cousins, you know." He told the lie then inclined his head at toward the doorway, indicating that the man should leave. 
The man nodded, worried that he might have overstepped his bound, and he gave Carlis his best, but
horribly unprofessional salute before exiting the room. As soon as he had gone, Elaine walked over to
Carlis and slapped his face. 
“You too! I never thought you would sell yourself to that vicious bastard…” she started but Carlis
held up his hand, glancing over his shoulder to see that the militia men were out of earshot. 
“That's the second time I have been struck this day, first by Cerric, and now by you. Do you really
think I would cow to that villain of a man?” Carlis asked her, more than a little offended that she would believe such a thing. Still, it was better that she unleashed her ire upon him than on the brute of a man who had just left, one who no doubt would have run her through with his sword without a moment's hesitation, since those were the orders that had been given. Carlis walked over to the window could that see the
milita men had mounted their horses and wagon and were now riding out from the property. "Good, 
they're gone." 
“And they took everything we had that was valuable. Everything, Carlis, stolen, by the
magnanimous king Cerric.” 
"They did not get everything," Carlis told her. "You still live, and that is what is most important." 
Elaine gave him a skeptical look and it was obvious she did not understand the position she was in. 
As soon as Carlis had seen the list of nobles and the order that Bensa had tucked into the ledger, he knew that they were also likely marked for death. Cerric still needed the support of some of the more powerful families in the land in order to raise his armies and consolidate his power, and it would not inspire much loyalty among his supporters if he were to simply take away the lands of long-standing nobles. No, Cerric was more devious than that. The orders were not explicit that anyone be killed, but it was not difficult to imagine that most people would resist having their homes invaded and their belongings taken from them
and how that could be considered resistance. Cerric's concerns were confirmed when he saw the type of
man who had been put in charge of the so-called militia, one who was more likely to talk with his sword than anything else. Elaine had been in real danger and it was very fortunate he had arrived in time, before Lady Valamyr tested the patience of the overly eager and self-serving militia. 
"So what are you doing here?" Elaine asked. 
“I thought to warn you, but I see that I have arrived too late to prevent all but the worst of it,” Carlis sat at one of the large upholstered chairs. “Cerric has confiscated property from a long list of nobles and merchants, including myself. Despite what I told that man who was here, as of this day, I am no longer a magistrate of the Maramyrian kingdom, as that title has also been stripped from me. I was trying to
negotiate an arrangement at the palace for several of the guilds, but Cerric has decided just to take them over insead and he has decreed that workers will be paid barely enough to feed themselves, all of it in the name of this coming war with Kandara.” 
“How can he do such things?” Elaine asked. “Is there no recourse, no way we can challenge such
action?” 
“Not unless you want to lose more than your gold,” Carlis told her. “I’m sorry Elaine. Cerric
himself gave the orders. Be glad he couldn’t take your land outright. The only reason he would not is the Valamyr name appears far too many times in the old stories for him to dishonor your family so openly. It would send the wrong message to the nobles who currently support him. As for me, he confiscated my
properties and all my holdings with the Maramyrian Trade Guild as well.” 
“That’s horrible,” Elaine exclaimed. "I am appalled, simply appalled." 
She knew that even though Carlis was only a very minor noble and his family estates were small
and provincial, he had been working for years to amass the wealth to buy more lands and increase his
stature at the Maramyrian courts through his work as a magistrate. Such a move would, under normal
circumstances, entitle him to more respect and possibly a higher ranking in the courtly order as a reward for service rendered to the crown. Elaine had always hoped Carlis would succeed in this for then, she
felt, she might be able to consider him as a husband, which was something about which she would
occasionally tease him after one too many glasses of wine. However the prospect of being granted land
and title by the king as reward for services and loyalty seemed less and less likely under Cerric, and now it was all but impossible. 
“What will you do?” she asked then looked around the room that had been pillaged for all its items
of value. “What will we do?” 
“Ehlena,” Carlis addressed Elaine’s niece, who turned and looked at him. “You lived at Aghlar for
a time with your mother. How well do you know the people there?” 
"I know Aglhar very well," Ehlena said. "It is my home." 
"That is good news," Carlis said. 
"What does Aglhar have to do with this?" asked Elaine. 
“It seems as though my fortunes have not been entirely lost. As I mentioned, my holdings at the
Maramyrian Trade Guild have been confiscated, but before that happened, a friend at the Trade Guild
made a rather large purchase at Aghlar on my behalf and moved some of my gold to the Aghlar Trade
Guild to cover the acquisition. Apparently I now own a very expensive shipbuilding company. At least it cost me a lot of gold to buy it.” 
“Aghlar?” Elaine was less than impressed. “I don’t know what my sister ever saw in the place. The
men there are all bearded ruffians, pirates!” 
Ehlena gave her aunt a frustrated look. 
“They are not pirates, Aunt Elaine! The Aghlars are very honorable and perhaps some of the noblest
people I have ever met. King Toren is one of the kindest, most refined men of any land anywhere.” Lady
Elaine was clearly not impressed. 
"Good," Carlis said. "That is very good to know and I look forward to learning all about Aghlar on the way. We should leave at once." 
"To Aghlar?" Ehlena asked, her eyes brightening. She had been consumed with melancholy ever
since hearing about the loss of her friend, Aaron, and the story that he had somehow been involved in the murder of Princess Ariana. The idea of returning to Aghlar appealed to her very much, considering the
way things were unfolding in Maramyr. However, her aunt Elaine did not appear to share her enthusiasm. 
“Well if Carlis wants to travel to Aghlar, he is quite welcome to," Elaine told her niece. "We are staying right here. It would not do for us to be chased from our land so easily.” 
Carlis and Ehlena shared a look. 
“What will you eat, my fair Duchess?” Carlis asked. “I don’t expect that there will be food aplenty
once Cerric’s army is on the move. And you’ve got little left to trade with. Besides, I think you might want to investigate the Aghlar Ship and Trading Company since you’re part owner.” 
“I am what?” Elaine cocked an eye at Carlis. He leaned back in his chair and opened the book. 
“There is a transaction here just above the purchase of the company of a large deposit into my
account from yours. I never arranged the deposit but there it is. Apparently we are equal partners Elaine.” 
He chuckled. That Bensa was a shrewd man. He knew that Carlis handled most of the Valamyr estate and
had wisely moved a large portion of Elaine’s fortune in gold at the same time he had rescued Carlis from total ruin. “Assuming that this Ship and Trading Company is worth as much as we paid for it, it appears we are wealthy people in Aghlar.” 
“I never authorized this!” Elaine objected. “I should make an appointment with the Trade Guild. 
This type of thing must be completely illegal.” Carlis shook his head and smiled. Lady Valamyr was
letting her anger get the better of her, but the color it brought to her cheeks did made her look particularly lovely. 
“Of course it is illegal,” Carlis explained. “Or it would be if we actually complained about it, but
we won’t. Bensa took a big risk doing this for us. Had he not, Cerric would have taken everything, every last piece of gold that had yours or my name on it. If you want to complain, you’ll likely end up in prison and you’ll probably take a whole lot of people with you.” 
“Cerric wouldn’t dare,” Elaine said, though she sounded less sure now. 
“Wouldn’t he?” Carlis closed the book. “Valamyr is one of the few family names in Maramyr that
can make claim to the throne if Cerric does not produce a Coromyr heir. Without a Coromyr to take the
throne, that leaves Valamyr, Daramyr and Belamyr, descended from the first king Maramyr. I am sure he
knows that, even though he is by right the king, if a member of one the other families got the people behind him, it is not impossible that they could take the throne. Luckily for you, your little family of two does not pose much of a threat, which is why he sent that man out here to raid your valuables and likely to have you killed. 
"What?" Elaine exclaimed. 
"If you had put up even the slightest resistance to that man who was here just now, he would not
have hesitated a moment to put you to the sword," Carlis told her. 
"But that would be murder," Elaine protested. 
"And who would report it? And who would it be reported to? The Captain of the Militia? I cannot
prove it, but I would not be surprised if other members of the old noble families found themselves in
similar situations. I would not want to be Lord Daramyr or Lady Belamyr right now. He won’t attack them publicly, but they would be wise to look over their shoulders and sleep with one eye open.” 
Elaine stared at Carlis in shock. Here he was telling her that Cerric had ruined half the nobility in
Maramyr, that he likely had horrible plans in store for any who might challenge him, and that, she was
supposed to feel better about all of it because she had just become a part owner of some boat-building
operation in the land of sea-going barbarians, a land she detested, mostly because her sister had forsaken her home and her nobility to go live among such people. Carlis must be suffering with some kind of
madness. And she wondered where he got that cut on his face? It looked positively awful. 
As much as Elaine wanted to rail against the shocking measures that Cerric was taking against her
and many other nobles, she realized there was little she could do. She also knew that since her wealth had been taken, even if she dismissed the last few servants in order to lower costs, there was no way that she and Ehlena would last the winter on what they had left in the house. As much as she hated what had
happened, she saw the wisdom in what Cerric's man at the Trade Guild had done. Aghlar was a soverign
nation and whatever gold had already been taken there would be safe, away from Cerric's greedy hands. 
She was relieved that all was not entirely lost. She would find a way to extract her gold from this
business at Aghlar and convince Carlis to do the same and somehow they would be able to regain their
position at Maramyr. She felt her confidence beginning to return and she was determined that, somehow, 
things would be normal again. She reminded herself that she was a duchess of a royal line, and her family had not endured the ages by falling apart at every crisis. Still, with everything she knew having been taken from her, she was at a loss. 
“What do we do?” she asked. 
“First thing is first, we get out of here. We go to Aghlar,” Carlis told her. “And, thank the gods that we have Ehlena to show us around once we get there. To be perfectly honest, I don’t know much about the place, but I can guarantee we will fare better there than if we stay here much longer.” 
CHAPTER FIVE
“You’ll be safe here for the time being,” Stavros told Calthas. “There are a few other places where
other mages have gathered, away from the prying eyes of the priesthood, but I need your help with
something.” 
Calthas was impressed at the library the grey-cloaked mage had amassed. He saw hundreds of
books that he would love to read. Even before the mage priests had removed the magic books from the
Academy library, there had not been that many from which to choose since the most important books on
matters of magic were housed at the mages' retreat at Blue Island, which was now unfortunately overrun
by the priesthood. 
Calthas still could not believe that the elder mage had invited him to stay at his home, which was
hidden away deep in the forests far to the south of Elvanar. A mage’s home was his private sanctuary, and usually unknown to all but a few, if anyone. It was a place where he conducted his own private work and also a place to retreat and hide if he was injured or had suffered some kind of horrible misfortune. It was a matter of great trust for one mage to even know where another made his home. 
“Thank you Stavros, for bringing me here, but what could I possibly help you with?” 
The elder mage led him into another room. In it sat another mage who was quietly sitting in a large
chair and reading a book. The mage wore a grey cloak like the one that Stavros did and looked to be
about Calthas’ age, though it was always hard to tell the age of one who routinely worked with magic, for it could give one the appearance of great years or seeming youth, a curiosity that seemed to be dependent upon the individual personality of each mage. The other mage turned when they entered the room and
Calthas saw that the man wore a patch over his eye and had several scars running down his face that were still an ugly color, which meant he had received them fairly recently and had gone a long time without
healing them. 
“Calthas, meet Willem.” He turned to the one-eyed mage. “Willem, this is Calthas. He will be
staying for a time and assisting you with your work.” 
“Greetings Calthas. I am glad that you are here,” Willem said, rising from his chair. Stavros turned
back to Calthas as the two younger mages shook hands. 
“Calthas. Have you ever studied divine magic?” Stavros asked. Calthas felt his stomach tighten. 
Stavros chuckled, sensing the younger mage’s discomfort. “Don’t worry, we’ve no interest in converting
you to the one faith. We need your help in understanding how it is that the priesthood is getting mages to join their ranks so readily, and we think the answer lies in their infernal book.” 
“The Book of One,” Calthas said, reaching into the sack he still carried over his shoulder. “I have a
copy of it here. Not a real copy, but a copy of a copy.” He pulled it out and handed it to Stavros who eyed it cautiously then handed it to Willem who opened it, surprisingly without any hesitation. 
“This is it,” Willem pronounced. “But he’s right, it doesn’t have the power of the real one.” 
“You’ve seen the book? A real copy?” Calthas was astonished. 
“Yes, I have," Willem told him. "It nearly killed me too. The book does not like to be denied.” 
"Perhaps you should tell Calthas about what happened, Willem," Stavros said. Willem closed the copy with a snap and handed it to Stavros. 
“I was at Blue Island, studying with the master mages when a group of those who had joined the
Priesthood convinced me to come out to a reading of their book. Curious, I went along and discovered
that it was more powerful a thing than I imagined. The reading took place far away from the Island, out in a forest. When I arrived, I discovered that nearly every mage I had seen on the island was there and they were all robed in black. There were only two of us wearing grey that evening. 
"The other mage, who like me was not a member of the black robes, was asked to read the book
first and I watched as he walked up to a kind of stone altar the others had set up and upon which the book was kept. The book was open and the other fellow stared at it for what seemed to be a very long time. I was starting to wonder whether he was going to read from it when he turned around and started yelling at the top of his lungs. He praised the book, the beauty of its truth, the simple righteousness of it, how he was now sure of the way. He spoke of how he had felt its power and was proud to be joined as one through the book. The mages all seemed pleased with this and they gave the fellow a black cloak to wear, welcoming
him to the priesthood. Next, it was my turn." 
Calthas felt a growing sense of unease as the mage continued his story. 
"One thing that very few people know is that I was once a priest of Stroma. Though I am a mage, I
still follow Stroma as would a priest. As a priest, I was curious to see what the so-called Book of One of this supposed supposed one god had to say. Suffice it to say, I did as had the other mage and approached the book. What I saw in the book was similar to what is in that copy you carry, except the images were not still, they were alive in a way, with a powerful magic to them. It was a wondrous thing to behold, infinite and mysterious, sublime. I remember feeling the pull of the book as it drew me closer to it, but there was something about it that bothered me so I decided that I had seen enough. 
"Of course, when I tried to pull away from the book, I found that I could not. My eyes, my sight
itsefl was held, transfixed by the book and its power, so I tried harder to look away. I used every bit of power at my disposal to fight the power of that book, but I feared I was going to lose that battle when then there was a brightness that blinded me for a moment and I found myself released. I don’t remember much
of what happened next but I do remember at some point being attacked by the other mages. The next thing I remember was of something smashing into my face. I believe it was a tree, and as you can see, it made
quite a mess of my face.” 
Stavros nodded. He had found the tree that been magically uprooted and flung, likely by one of the
mage-priests, lying nearby with the remains of Willem’s right eye hanging from one of the sharp twigs. 
From what he could gather after having surveyed the area, he guessed that once Willem had been subdued, the mage-priests had then tortured the younger mage for some time and then crucified him. He and Willem both suspected it was the divine intervention of Stroma that had saved Willem from the power of the
book, which suggested that the Book of One was not to the liking of the old gods. 
“I am sorry this happened to you," Calthas told him. "From what I have heard in my own travels and from the research I have done on the book, it may be possible to resist its power, but extremely difficult. 
In this case, it sounds as though Stroma himself protected you." Stavros nodded. 
“That he probably did, but there are many for whom such protection does not extend. There are few
signs of Stroma left in the land and I think Willem might be the last remaining priest of Stroma unless, of course, you might know of another, who might perhaps follow in a family tradition?” Stavros said, hinting that he might. 
Calthas caught the older mage's suggestion. The worship of the old gods had gone out of fashion
over the past few years and their popularity had been waning for even longer. His own father had been a priest of Stroma, not one with strong magical power like the mage Willem, but a caretaker of Stroma’s
temple, an herbalist, a healer and a teacher. Calthas himself had not followed directly in his father’s footsteps but these two mages were right about him. While he had chosen to concern himself with the
study of magic, he still kept a personal commitment to the ways of the god of light. 
“I am not a priest,” he told them. “But I do follow Stroma. I wonder if you knew my father?” he
asked Stavros who nodded. 
“A good man. He would have made a good mage too, but he was a wonderful priest,” Stavros said. 
Calthas’ father had died while healing a town of people who had fallen mysteriously ill from some
kind of plague or poisoning. The problem with the powers of a healer was that they typically involved
either absorbing or giving. In the case of Calthas’ father, he absorbed so much of the poison that it killed him. While he saved many of the townsfolk, he also died in the process. 
What had angered Calthas is that the townspeople, though grateful for the help, did not even raise a
shrine to Stroma in honor of the priest he had sent them. Instead, they sent a donation to the temple at Maramyr as a kind of payment for services rendered. Calthas had received the money along with his
father’s remains. He had been angry at Stroma for letting such a thing happen to his father and angry with his father for taking on such a task to the point that he was unable to heal himself. 
Still, Calthas did not hate the god, nor could he stay angry. The old man had been very kind to him
and though he had been very keen on Calthas following in his footsteps, he had never pushed it on him. He had also chosen to be a priest and Calthas had seen many times first hand how Stroma worked through his father. As the son of a priest, he had been present to witness the divine power of the god as it coursed through the hands of his priest when he healed the sick or blessed those who sought his aid. 
The fact that he followed Stroma still did not explain how he could help these mages. He had
studied the one book, or at least the copy he had managed to obtain, and had learned very little about it. 
He was interested in knowing if the rumors about the power of the book were true, but he made up his
mind to steer as far clear of the real copies as possible. Calthas was neither interested in becoming a black-robe nor being bludgeoned half blind like what had happend to Willem. Still, Stavros was
technically the head of the Council of Mages, if the counsel still truly existed, and he was one of the most powerful mages in Maramyr, or anywhere else for that matter. 
“What is it you would like me to help you with?” Calthas asked. 
Stavros smiled beneath his grey beard. His plan was risky, but certainly worth a try, and he hoped
the young mage would agree. 


*****
The odds were against them, but Jax was optimistic. Brian could sense Kaleb’s unease at the plan
but it was too late now. They were well inside Baron Manfred’s territory and if they did not succeed, it would be a hungry winter for the lot of them. Jax gave a low whistle, alerting the rest of the men hidden in the trees that the convoy was approaching. 
Manfred’s men had been out roving through the countryside purloining gold and jewels from people
who had any kind of wealth, while also confiscating livestock and taking most of the stores of produce
from the fall harvest from the people who had little to spare. Many of the minor country lords and in the outlying lands had sent letters to the crown in protest, but all had been ignored. Even those who did not care much about the local peasantry still understood that if the common people had nothing to eat, they would neither be able to pay their rents nor have goods to sell. And that meant that the local lords would have little to eat as well. It was a situation that benefitted few, and Manfred did not suffer at all since he was one of the ones making the collections. 
One of Kaleb’s men had found out that Manfred's soldiers, along with the wagons filled with what
they had collected, usually met at the village of Brandybrook and traveled in a caravan to Manfred’s
castle. From there, once Manfred had selectively lightened the load, taking the percentage Cerric had
granted him, the confiscated goods would then be sent on to Maramyr, and guarded by a contingent of the royal army. Kaleb and Jax had thought up a plan to liberate the caravan from Manfred and return to the
people what had been taken from them. 
Brian looked down the slope through the frozen trees to the ice-covered road below. He could see
the procession of Manfred’s soldiers riding ahead of the long train of wagons toward the heavy wooden
bridge that crossed the deep waters of Brandyriver. Kaleb whistled a call to the men who hid below the
bridge. A short chirping noise that sounded like a squirrel signalled that they were ready. Brian watched as the soldiers began to cross the bridge, the hooves of their horses creating a rhythm of steps that echoed back from the smooth dark river. He tightened his fingers on the arrow already knocked in his bow and
prepared to pull. When the first team of horses were only a few lengths away from the bridge, Kaleb blew his horn, giving the signal to begin. 
Brian aimed for the rump of the horse of the soldier just ahead of the wagons and let his arrow fly. 
He disliked injuring the poor beast, but it was a necessary to the plan. The arrow flew straight and stuck into the horse’s backside. It shrilled its panic and bolted forward across into the line of horses on the bridge. Hearing its distress, the other soldiers’ horses bolted forward, their instincts telling them to run from danger. While the horses were trained to obey their riders in battle, they sensed the fear from one of their own, who had been attacked. The riders panicked as well and spurred their horses forward, anxious to be off of the bridge. Next, Brian took aim on the driver of the first wagon and let fly again, taking the man down. 
Below the bridge, teams of men had worked to weaken the supports and now they pulled on ropes
that were attached to the weakened sections. As the heavy wood beams fell away, the wooden bridge
groaned from its own weight and that of the horses still atop it. The stress caused some of the other
supports to snap, unable to bear the weight themselves. As Brian reached for another arrow, he saw the
bridge begin to buckle and watched as the bulk of Manfred’s soldiers rode onto safe ground on the other side. There was a loud snap and lots of shouting as the bridge gave way. Kaleb’s men rushed clear of the falling timber and the bridge fell into the deep, unfrozen waters of the Brandy river, leaving only the caravan’s rear-guard to deal with. 
Brian nocked another arrow as riders surged forward to protect the wagons. The first two he aimed
at fell from the arrows of some of Kaleb’s other archers before he could take a shot. He aimed at a third and fired, the impact taking the man from his horse. One of the soldiers yelled and the rest of them quickly dismounted, standing close to the wagons where they would be safer from arrows. Brian slung his bow
around his shoulder and pulled his axes from his belt. Now it was time for the dirty work. 
Kaleb blew his horn again and men dressed in white appeared from the snow covered ground
beneath the trees and streamed toward the train of wagons still guarded by a significant number of
Manfred’s men. Across the river, the rest of the soldiers watched impotently as Kaleb's men, who they
immediately recognized to be too well equipped and too well organized to be mere brigands, attacked the few soldiers that were left on the other side of the river with the wagons. Brian ran down toward the
wagons where several of the other men had already engaged the soldiers. He saw several more soldiers
jump from inside a wagon and he ran to attack them. 
Brian felt his anger flare at the sight of Manfred’s soldiers wielding their steel at him. He had been
waiting for a chance to strike back at them and relished the opportunity now that it lay before him. He tried to control himself as he felt the swing of his axes go wild. Maybe these were the men who had
tortured his father, maybe not. Whatever the case, they were on the wrong side of this fight. He felt a grim resolve come over him as one of his axes bit into a soldier’s neck. The man fell, clutching his hand to stop the blood that spilled his life out. Brian caught the other soldier’s sword on the curve of his axe and twisted it, wrenching the blade from the man’s grip. He pulled his other axe from the falling man and
swung it into the face of the other, splitting his jawbone. Another swing and the man died quickly. 
It was soon over and, amid the arrows that were now being shot by the soldiers who were stuck on
the other side of the river, Brian and the rest of Kaleb’s men began turning the wagons around. Brian
handed the reins to one of the men when Fergus approached with an arrow in his hand. It had been tightly wrapped with parchment. 
“This for them,” he said, pointing to the soldiers across the river. “Message from Kaleb.” He
handed it to Brian. 
“A thank you letter?” Brian asked. Fergus laughed. 
“Should be.” He chuckled and went to help the other men with the wagons as Brian knocked the
arrow to his bow. He took aim at one of the large wooden posts jutting up from the ground on the other
side of the river and let it fly. Brian had distinguished himself as Kaleb’s best archer. For a lesser archer, it would have been a difficult shot, but the arrow struck true. He smiled and waved at the soldiers across the river, happy to deliver Kaleb’s message, whatever it was. 
On the other side, the commander of the convoy watched as the wagon train turned and moved away
from the river, disappearing down the road and out of sight. The commander did not look forward to
making his report upon his return to the Baron’s castle at White Falls. Manfred would not be pleased and he himself would likely be demoted for this disaster. One of his men approached with an arrow in his
hand. He handed it to the commander who saw that a piece of parchment had been tightly rolled around its shaft. He carefully untied the thin cords that secured it and read the note. It was addressed to Manfred. 

Baron Manfred Teraine, 

Thou art hereby advised that thy unfair use of the peoples of this land is hereby concluded. 

Henceforth, any action taken by thee and those under thy command that is not in keeping with the

King’s Code detailed in the Treaty of Maramyr shall be considered unlawful. Shouldst thy king order
thee otherwise, thou shalt be held accountable for executing these unlawful commands as these lands
are the rightful jurisdiction of the House of Alaran. It is the clear duty of the Lords of Maramyr to
remind their ruler of the laws and traditions of the kingdom. 

Ever loyal servant to Maramyr, 

Kaleb Alaran, Lord of White Falls



The commander was not overly surprised when he read the name signed at the bottom of the letter. 
He was well aware of Lord Kaleb Alaran, the man who had been the lord of the lands east of the Brandy
River until Manfred had seized his lands earlier this year. Manfred had sent men hunting for Kaleb since the summer and, apart from rumours that he was hiding in the dark forest, this was the first sign of him. 
Manfred would certainly be interested to know that Kaleb had gathered enough men to accomplish
what he had this day and perhaps now the Baron would listen to his commander and give him the extra
men he needed to root out this troublesome outlaw. The commander ordered his men back into formation
and turned to ride back to White Falls to deliver the news. The winter had turned hard already and if
Kaleb’s threats were more than just idle then they were in for a difficult season. He shuddered as the
thought of forced patrols and the bone-deep chill that came from cold weather and fatigue from standing the watch. The commander gave one last glance over his shoulder as he disappeared into the falling snow. 


*****
In the mountains to the northeast, the snows had been falling steadily for many weeks, making the
trails and even roadways all but impassable. Still, one lonely figure urged his horse onward through the drifts and gusts so strong it seemed as though they might whisk him right from the saddle. His horse
snorted its own disgust with the weather that he was forced to labor through but did not complain too
much since he felt perfectly warm carrying his master up and down the steep mountain passes. 
None who looked along the trail would have seen either the horse or its rider. If anything, they
might think they had glimpsed a deer, or some other creature of the forest. Despite his every effort to remove it, the enchantment that bound Anonymous held firm, leaving him unheard, invisible, insignificant to all but one, the young man named Aaron, who he had recently come to know. 
Anonymous had traveled to the northeastern mountains to investigate rumors of strange lizard men
and to both his delight and dismay, most of what he had heard had proven true. The Darga, as they were
called, existed in great number, which was most interesting because Anonymous had hitherto believed
them to be nearly extinct, only existing in small tribes in the eastern lands. He wondered how the Darga had come back into force and with such population but, despite his endeavors, he had been unable to find out. He did know that the priesthood was somehow involved with the Darga and that bothered him
somewhat. He had observed the mage priests for many years, watching their order grow and take root
among the population of mages, using the power of the book to increase their numbers among the
unwilling. It was all leading to a point, a goal and the plan of the priesthood was no secret, at least not to him. They were preparing for the arrival of their god. 
He frowned as he thought of it. As much as the things he had told Aaron about creating the book
were clear in his mind, the rest of the details remained elusive to him, as though his memories had been blurred. He had little doubt, however, that his curse was somehow intertwined with the god of the
priesthood, and he sought to learn all he could about the matter. Perhaps, with the coming of this god who was using the book in such a way, there would be a chance, an opportunity for him to have his curse
lifted, a chance to take action in this world once again. He had come to understand that all the lifetimes of knowledge he had accumulated were worth little if he could not use what he had learned or at least share it in some way. 
For now, he would be pleased to get out of these mountains and to a more reasonable road that
would take him back to Maramyr. At least the curse kept him from weather’s harm. As much as he left no
track or sign of his passing, neither did the snow touch him or his mount. The grey gelding was yet another mystery of his curse as the horse seemingly was to share his fate. It had stayed with him for centuries and was always near when he needed it. Anonymous always found the big horse in a nearby stable, well
groomed and attended, but by whom he did not know. As much as it irritated him not to know something, 
in this, he opted not to question providence. For now, he was moving more readily through the ever-
deepening snowdrifts than he would have on foot. 
Anonymous thought about his return to Maramyr and how much time he would have before the
Priesthood’s ceremony. It was only a matter of weeks until mid-winter solstice and there was much to do. 
One thing that bothered him more than the vexing bluster of the snow and wind was that Aaron, the one
person who he had been able to talk to in generations, had disappeared. Anonymous had heard about
Aaron’s promotion and his assignment to escort the Princess Ariana and was pleased that the lad was
progressing along in his career. Unfortunately, he was on his way out of the city when he had heard of the news of what had happened after and that was the last anyone had heard of him. Of course, he knew the
stories that were being told that Aaron had played some part in the princess' death were obvious lies. 
Anonymous had not spent generations of years accumulating knowledge without the ability to detect
falsehoods. Nonetheless, he was unable to sense Aaron's presence the way he could with most other

people. 
Perhaps it was some remaining vestige of his own power that gave him such an ability. He did not
know why or how, but he could usually locate and even, in his mind, catch a glimpse of a person, a place or even an object if he so wished. With Aaron, it had never been the case. Originally, he had thought that the ward, which caused the boy so much trouble, was what obscured him from his sight, but Anonymous
had rejected that theory. Whenever he thought of Aaron, his mind would give him the image of the deep
blue night sky sparkling with stars. Strange. He also knew there was some significance to such imagery
but Anonymous could not remember what it was. 
When Aaron had left Maramyr, Anonymous had thought to keep an eye out for him and mark his
progress by concentrating on the princess, but every time he did, his vision immediately shifted to the same vision of stars. He guessed it was something like the way his horse benefitted from being in close proximity to him. At least Anonymous knew, since the images had not changed, they were both still alive. 
Somehow, he always knew when people died. But, the few times he had tried to see those who he knew
had passed from the world of the living, a vision of cold grey mist would last but a brief moment before the vision was abruptly jarred from him. Anonymous got the distinct impression that those who ruled the land of the dead did not want him prying into their realm. 
He took comfort in the fact that, wherever Aaron and the Princess were, they were alive and it was
likely that he would see his young friend again. As much as Aaron had been able to talk to Anonymous
and develop their imperfect friendship of sorts, Anonymous had previously taken an interest in Ariana and had often looked in on her over the years. He was unsure of exactly why he paid such attention to them but he did know that there was something about both of them that was important and worth the effort. 
His thoughts of the Princess reminded Anonymous of the fact that, upon the announcement of her
death, Ariana’s uncle Cerric had become the ruler of Maramyr. The cursed mage shuddered to think what
Cerric was already doing to the once prosperous kingdom. Even under his regency, the people had
suffered needlessly, and with Cerric devoting so many more of the kingdom’s resources to the priesthood and his impending war against Kandara, life in Maramyr was not particularly happy for the people. It was a shame, thought Anonymous, but he had reconciled himself long ago to the fact that, as concerned as he might be, there was little he could do to affect the world around him. He sighed as he urged the great grey horse onward, looking forward to returning to his beloved books and wondering at the darkness that
seemed to lie ahead. 
CHAPTER SIX
In Maramyr, midwinter solstice was usually a time of celebration, when hearths were warmed a
little more than usual and strong drink was enjoyed with friends. It was always a generous time when
families feasted and shared what extra they had with the less fortunate, when children would bundle up in warm clothes so they could play in the snow, building forts and throwing snowballs at each other in mock battle. That was the way it had been in Maramyr for many years, but very few expected much joy this
year. 
There were rumors that the celebrations would be cancelled and that the Priesthood, with the
support of King Cerric, was instead planning to hold a solemn prayer followed by a day of silence. The
people of Maramyr were unhappy and growing restless and crime was becoming more and more a
concern as Cerric's new austerity measures were resulting in more and more of the people falling into
poverty and the societal ills that went with it. 
Soldiers regularly patrolled the streets enforcing the new curfew that was in effect while the
kingdom readied itself for war. Vendors and shopkeepers had closed their doors and many who had not
been able to squirrel away a few coins had no choice but to leave the city. Jobs there were aplenty for those who could make things useful to Cerric’s growing army, but the pay was poor for most except those who held the king's favor. Those who did stay either became part of the war machine or starved. 
The only people who were not directly involved in Cerric’s military plans were the black robes
although they had plans of their own. The king had given the Priesthood a free hand to build their temple in exchange for the help they had promised for the attack on Kandara. Since the mountains would remain
impassable until spring, the mage priests would have ample time to construct the giant building that now took up much of the temple square. 
The people of the city would sometimes visit the square to see how construction was coming along. 
They gawked as mages worked along side the builders, moving giant blocks of stone with their power
into the places the builders directed them. It looked almost as though the mage priests were working for the builders but everyone knew that the builders were there only because of their own specialized
knowledge. The Priesthood wanted this temple to be perfect in every way for it was being built in honor of the one god, who they expected to come, and soon. 
A black robe wended his way through the crowd of people gathered that day to watch the mages lift
the giant dome that was to sit atop the great structure. He saw twelve mages combining their magic to
slowly levitate the massive round half-sphere and marveled at the precision with which they worked
together. He could feel the magic power through the great link, the gift of the book that connected each mage to it and knew that lifting the giant dome was but a trifle for the mages considering how much power they had at their disposal. Still, the sight was impressive to the many onlookers. 
The mage approached a group of other black-robed mage-priests who stood off to the side of the
temple, observing the work. He immediately recognized Dakar among them and, since that precisely was
the man he was looking to meet, he straightened his robes, gently felt for the magical link that marked him as a mage priest and put on his most affable yet humble expression. 
“Good day, High Priest Dakar. I am Calthas and I have been assigned to help with the temple
work.” Calthas held out his hand. Dakar stared at him for a moment then smiled and reached to clasp
Calthas’ outstretched hand. 
“Calthas. I wondered when I might finally see you join the priesthood.” Dakar held Calthas in his
grip and Calthas could feel the mage-priest searching him with his power. He felt a tug at the link and then felt Dakar’s power recede. “You used to tutor the princess, Ariana, may the one bless her in the afterlife.” 
Calthas did not know that Dakar was aware of his meetings with the princess but he was not
surprised. It was unlikely that the palace would not have surveiled the movements of the heir to the throne, at least when she still lived and, despite the precautions they took, the priesthood had shown itself to be ever more adept at prying into every corner of those it sought. 
“Yes, that is true. She needed help controlling her power and she had not yet seen the light of the
book, and, unfortunately, neither had I. At the time, the princess took some comfort in my counsel,” 
Calthas told him truthfully. 
“There are those who are still suspicious of the one faith,” Dakar said. “They have but to gaze upon
the book and they will see the truth.” 
“Praise to the one god and the truth of the book,” Calthas intoned the common blessing of the
followers of the one. Dakar smiled, pleased that yet another young mage had joined the growing number
of mage priests, especially one such as Calthas who, despite not being particularly powerful, had eluded him much of the time when the princess still lived. 
“Do not be offended, Calthas, but if I remember correctly, you are not the most powerful of mages. 
Do you have some specialty?” he asked. Calthas nodded. 
“I take no offense, your holiness. I have studied for some time on the issue of patterns and structures of magic. You are correct that I do not command a great power but I am proficient at creating and
manipulating complex weaves. I have made a special study of portals and gates for several years now. I
hope to learn the lost art of permanent gates so that even those without magic might be able to travel by them, and perhaps even open the paths to Etherium.” Dakar seemed impressed. 
“That is a skill for which we might have some need,” Dakar commented. “When you have looked
upon the truth of the one book, have you seen the Star Crystal? It is a crystalline structure like a web or a star with many points.” Calthas nodded that he knew the image as Dakar continued. “That is the one
constant vision from the book and we are working carefully to fashion this structure. It is one of the
primary commands from the book and we believe that it is of key importance to the One. Perhaps you
might assist the other mages in this task.” He gestured inside the temple. 
“I would be most honored, High Priest Dakar. Should I report to someone in the temple?” Calthas
asked, glad that Dakar had decided to use him for his talents. Dakar nodded. 
“Enter the temple. You will see a group of mages working on the structure. Report to Yanick. She
will direct you.” 
Calthas expressed his thanks and walked out onto the steps of the temple and up towards the
entrance. He was aware of the giant dome that now hovered high overhead as the mages were beginning
to move it overtop the temple. He passed between the great stone columns at the entrance and walked
through an outer chamber before entering the cavernous main hall. 
The light from the uncovered ceiling was already partially blocked by the giant dome that was being
magically moved into place, but it was growing dark inside the massive structure. As he walked across
the main chamber, he heard several of the priests mutter their own particular words of magic and purple lights flared along the walls, illuminating the chamber as darkness closed in overhead. He saw the mages gathered at the far end by the back wall of the temple, just past a large stone altar. They were all gazing at the wall where a giant structure had been erected. 
Calthas gaped at the giant crystalline structure the mages had fashioned. It looked like the glow of a
star that had been cut from ten giant diamonds and set apart in a large circle. The wall behind the crystals had been magically painted to a deep black that seemed to draw the light of the room toward it and he
quickly realized that the wall actually was doing exactly that. Calthas wrenched his eyes away from the dark wall and focused on one of the mage priests instead and walked over to find out what it was he might do to help them with their task, a proposition he was quickly beginning to dread. Calthas did not know
why, but whatever it was they were building in the temple instilled a great fear in his heart. 


*****
Ambassador Rees frowned as he crossed the outer courtyard of the Xallan Imperial Palace. The
army commanders had been ordered to keep a constant parade of troops on rotation in the outer courtyard so Calexis could look out her window at any given moment and enjoy the vastness of her army. The
soldiers were not put out by it since only a fraction of the Xallan army could parade in the courtyard at any given time and thus it barely amounted to a weekly duty. Nonetheless, the black and red uniforms and shining black lacquered steel armor made for a fearsome sight. As much as Rees understood the
importance of a strong army, he had never understood the need to always appear to be at war. Still, he
was a good diplomat, and as an officer to his queen and empress, he did his duty according to her plans. 
On this particular visit, he was the unfortunate bearer of bad news and was not particularly looking
forward to his audience with the queen. 
The guards knew him and let him pass as he ascended the grand steps to the main palace entrance. 
Several courtyards and hallways, an antechamber and various sets of guards later, Rees found himself
entering the Queen’s chamber. He put his clothes on a stand near the door and noticed, thankfully, it was warm in the room despite the windows the queen habitually kept open. 
Calexis, though naked as usual, was not lying abed as was often her custom. Instead she was up and
intently looking over a series of large maps spread out on a table before her. With the hand that held the large bejewelled silver goblet, she gestured without looking up. 
“Over there. Help yourself to some wine, Rees,” she told him. Rees obliged and poured himself a
measure into a jeweled silver cup that had been laid out. 
“Thank you, Empress. It warms me,” he told her, glad as much of a drink as any would be in her
presence, especially given the recent changes in her appearance. She was as beautiful as ever, but now
she also looked frightening, like some otherworldly creature. 
“I understand Cerric is being difficult,” she said. The wine went down Rees’ throat in a lump. She
glanced over at him. “I have eyes at Maramyr. Never doubt that,” she told him with a cat-like look in her eyes and a slight curl at the corner of her mouth. Rees thought he saw little fangs jutting down and
pressing into her lower lip then he quickly put aside his thoughts about her appearance and did his best to focus on the matter at hand. 
“Yes, he dislikes our proposal to annex the borderlands. He claims that it would make Maramyr
more difficult to defend should affairs between our two lands break down,” Rees told her. Calexis
laughed. 
“Of course it would. That’s why we want it. I don’t think Cerric quite understands that what we are
discussing here is more than a mere treaty, but a marriage of both ourselves and our nations. Tell him if he wants me to spread my legs and birth him an heir, then I want these lands. It’s simple as that!” Rees
cleared his throat. 
“You want me to say that?” he asked. 
“Why not. It’s what it comes down to. Tell him that if he wants my help taking Kandara, then I want
the Borderland region. In a way, he will still rule as it will be part of our joined Empire. I don’t see the problem.” 
“Then you are willing to fully commit Xalla to a campaign against Kandara?” Rees had never been
totally sure on this point and to what extent Calexis would lend her army for such a campaign. She waved it off. 
“Yes, yes. Of course we’ll attack Kandara. The place is rich with jewels, iron and coal, all things
we need. I assume Cerric did agree to split the spoils,” she said, bringing another map to the fore. 
“Yes. He agreed to your terms but was insistent on a guarantee that he will have full commitment of
the Xallan Imperial army in the campaign against Kandara.” Rees told her, clarifying his question. Calexis looked at him and pursed her lips but did not answer. He continued. “In recorded history, no one has ever conquered the mountain kingdom of Kandara. Some tried long ago, but no one has openly attacked the
Kandarans in almost a thousand years.” Calexis sipped her wine and looked at him with a predatory stare then she smiled and Rees was now sure that his queen had grown a pair of sharp fangs. 
“Then they’ve had a thousand years to get complacent, while we’ve had a thousand years to grow
strong,” she told him. “Tell Cerric he has my support if I can control the Borderlands. If he agrees to that point, then I will be his wife, birth him an heir and hand him Kandara on a silver platter.” Rees looked at the fine black scales that blended their way into his empress’ pale skin. He swallowed nervously. 
“And what if the heir is born with…” he felt a bead of sweat appear on his forehead. Calexis raised
an eyebrow and smiled. 
“If he or she inherits my unique beauty?” she asked, coyly. “Then so be it. It is who I am and the
Darga are now part of the Xallan Empire. Who knows, Cerric may even find himself similarly affected
once I have had my way with him. It has happened to a few of my recent playthings. Not to all, but a some have noted a few changes.” 
Rees was astonished at how casually Calexis treated her dalliances with the generals and other
officials in her empire. He was just glad that she had never turned her attentions onto him and secretly had always done his best to stay overweight so she would not. He was a Xallan and served the empire to the
best of his ability, but he did not wish to be a part of his queen's life of indulgence. Calexis noted his silence as he stared at the maps. 
“Say nothing of it. Let Cerric find out about my physical enhancements after we have been married. 
I guarantee he will not complain.” She said this last suggestively, snapping Rees out of his thoughts. “If that is all, then you are dismissed. Negotiate these final points and finalize the agreement. I trust that your escort has been provisioned and is ready to return to Maramyr?” 
“Yes, my Queen. Everything is in order. I think these reassurances will be sufficient,” he said with
a bow and retreated from the room. As he left, he caught a glimpse of the half-Darga child he had heard rumors about, lying among the thick covers of Calexis’ bed. He had not noticed him before but shivered as the creature's reptilian eyes wathced him closely as he crossed the floor to exit the queen's chamber. 
CHAPTER SEVEN
The wet winter wind that blew in over the water along the coast did not make travelling any easier
but at least Lady Valamyr and her niece Ehlena were warm, wrapped in heavy blankets and furs inside the old carriage. Carlis hunched the heavy fur over his shoulders as he held the reins guiding the team of
horses that led them along the rocky coastal road. 
They had travelled out of the heavily snow-covered lands in Maramyr, making their way south
along the Great Mara river toward the port city of Aramyr. After a few encounters with soldiers along the main road who had asked far too many questions, Carlis had convinced Elaine they would be safer
travelling along lesser-known roads until they reached Aghlar territory. They had hoped that the weather along the Aghlar coastline would be less inhospitable but the road was under constant attack from the
strong sea winds at this time of the year and, while it was not as cold as the weather further north, snow and ice persisted, making their journey that much more difficult. It took them three days to round the
southern tip of the coastal mountains and begin making their way toward Aghlar Hold, the capital of the seafaring Aghlar. 
Carlis was awestruck by the beauty of Aghlar when he drove the carriage along the road toward the
capital. The grey rock of the mountains that cut their way into the sea was carpeted in so many places by the wet green grass that felt the cool of rain more often than not. Now the landscape was frosted with
winter ice and small patches of snow that created even more contrast in the breathtaking coastline. 
Immense cliffs were home to countless birds that hovered overhead, riding the winds that came off the
water of the sea. Amid this divergent terrain was carved a large bay, almost too wide to see across and at its innermost curve was nestled the city of Aghlar Hold. 
It was not the city that was first visible, but rather the multitude of ships that sailed the giant bay, and the countless smaller vessels that hugged the coastline. Carlis felt the high winds battering him in the driving chair of the carriage and was amazed that so many ships would be out among the great waves that crested and crashed in the water below. For as many ships as there were out on the waters that day, there were even more nestled in the harbor of the Aghlar city, riding out the rough waters of winter awaiting the time when they could venture forth once again on the frothing sea. 
Carlis knocked on the roof of the carriage as they came into view of the city so Elaine might draw
the curtains and get a better look. He was not surprised when Ehlena nimbly climbed out of the carriage to ride up front with him. 
“It’s beautiful isn’t it,” she said. Carlis nodded. 
“And you spent your childhood here?” 
“Yes. I used to love going out on Aghlar Bay in a skimmer for an afternoon or on one of the king’s
tallships.” Ehlena pointed at a massive ship sailing toward the harbor, its giant sails full on their three great masts. “That one there is the Al-dea. That’s Aghlar for sea god,” she explained. “My favorite is the Al-thea, the sea goddess, but I don’t see her anywhere. She’s probably out on the seas on some exciting voyage.” Ehlena breathed her excitement. Carlis could sense that the girl had been happy here. He hoped she would be again, even though neither her mother nor her step-father were here as they had been before. 
“Did you know King Toren?” Carlis had wanted to ask the girl since they had left Maramyr, but her
aunt had thus far discouraged any talk of the sea-going barbarians. Carlis smiled to himself as he gazed across an ocean horizon that spanned further than the eye could see. Hopefully, when she saw the beauty of this place, the Lady Elaine Valamyr would surely come around. Ehlena sighed. 
“King Toren. Yes, I met him quite a number of times. He was always very kind to me,” she told
him. Carlis’ spirits brightened even further. If Ehlena happened to be on good terms with the local
nobility, then surely he would be able to arrange introductions for the girl’s aunt. Some contact with
civilized society would surely make Elaine happier, Carlis thought. 
“What kind of man is he, this sailor king?” he asked. 
“Toren? He’s a big man with a beard, like most of the Aghlar men, but he stands taller than the rest
of them.” Her eyes took on a faraway look. “I don’t think he’s actually taller, but he just seems that way. 
He loves the sea almost more than anything else and he cares about his kingdom and all of its people. I think you will like him.” 
“Do you think we will get a chance to meet him then?” He thought he might pry a little further. 
Ehlena laughed. 
“Of course we will,” Ehlena told him. “Matthius, my godfather, was his brother.” 
“Your mother was married to Matthius. He was the king’s brother?” Carlis was astounded. 
Depending on how things in Alghar worked, that might make Elaine’s niece some kind of princess in this
land. Elaine had not told him any of this. As far as she was concerned, the Aghlar were just a lot of
ocean-going ruffians, not much better than the pirates of Meer Island. “Your aunt has told me very little about your time here.” Ehlena shook her head and leaned closer to Carlis. 
“Of course she hasn't. She hates to talk about Aghlar because of what happened the last time she
was here.” 
“Elaine has been to Aghlar?” Carlis was astounded, and worse, he was beginning to wonder if he
might be depending on the advice of his two companions for help figuring out how things worked in this
land rather than the other way around. The girl smiled. 
“Like I said, she hates to talk about it.” Ehlena shrugged. They rode along for a while before Carlis
could resist it no longer. He had to ask. 
“What happened?” Ehlena looked at him, considering whether to answer. 
“I don’t know if I should tell you,” she said. Carlis gave her a pleading look and she gave in. 
“That’s the funny thing. Nothing happened. The story goes that during the moon festival, aunt Elaine drank too much of the Alghar strong spirits and woke up the next morning, naked in Toren’s bed.” Carlis
frowned. Maybe, after all, he was not sure whether he wanted to meet this King Toren. 
“That hardly seems like nothing,” Carlis could not help but make some comment. Ehlena shook her
head and smiled. 
“No, she was alone. Apparently she fell unconscious and the King himself lent her his bed, 
apparently staying elsewhere,” she explained. “I heard the story from one of Toren’s attendants who was there. They’d be the first to gossip except they thought it was funnier how aunt Elaine reacted. They told me she woke up, discovered where she was, screamed, and ran down the halls of the palace all the way
to her own apartments while wearing nothing more than a bed sheet.” 
Carlis laughed as he pictured Elaine running down a palace hallway, half-naked. He did not think
he had ever seen the Lady Valamyr lose her renowned composure. Still, he had more questions about this
scandalous story. 
“I must ask first, where was the king, and also, what happened to her clothes?” he asked. Ehlena
shrugged. 
“Who knows where Toren was. Probably still out drinking with his men. Moon festivals often
stretch into the following day. Whatever he was up to, he did not return for several days, and when he did, Aunt Elaine had already left for Maramyr, convinced her honor had been besmirched.” Ehlena laughed. 
“She really does not understand Aghlar society very well.” 
“But how did she end up without her clothes?” Carlis persisted. 
“Oh yes. I asked my mother about it and she said they had all gone swimming at one point in the
evening. Aghlar’s all swim naked, you know,” she told him. Carlis raised both eyebrows at that. As much as Lady Elaine perhaps did not understand Aghlar society, he figured he understood even less. 
"Your aunt must have had a whole lot to drink," Carlis told her. 
"Watch out for the Aghlar strong spirits," Ehlena said. "The Aglhar people pride themselves on how strong they are, and they often measure their strength how much of the spirits they can drink. They
sometimes fight too, especially after too much spirit." 
Carlis was still wondering how he might fare in such a rough and improper sounding place as they
approached the gate that led through the outer wall of the city. The traffic had increased as they had joined the main road and now their carriage drove slowly along in the line of wagons waiting to enter the gate. 
Ahead of them, Carlis could see the back of a wagon covered in brightly colored cloth. He heard
the sounds of several instruments playing from the wagon and guessed it to be some sort of group of
travelling minstrels. As the musical wagon rolled up to the gate and its driver pulled it to a stop, four small figures popped their heads out of a hole in the top of the wagon. Ehlena laughed along with Carlis when they saw that the four characters were puppets. Several tough-looking guards took up positions
around the wagon and the puppets looked at each other nervously. 
“Name your business,” said one of the Aghlar guards, unimpressed with the display. The driver, a
man with a pointy beard and a coat that was a patchwork of bright colors, stood and bowed deeply in
return. 
“We are entertainers good sir, minstrels, puppeteers, actors of drama high and low. We seek to
entertain the goodly folk of Aghlar and further increase the joy of this beautiful city,” he proclaimed. The puppets danced as the music played with the driver’s introduction. The guard shook his head and poked
his large spear against the wood of the wagon. 
“Out,” he said simply. 
The driver shook his head and rapped on the wagon. Four people, two men and two women, hopped
out of the wagon. They were all dressed in the most outrageous costumes that Ehlena and Carlis had ever seen. One man and woman had puppets on either of their hands while the other two nervously held their
instruments to their chest, the man a stringed instrument, and the woman a flute. 
The Aglhar guards looked in between the flaps of the colorful wagon cover for a short time and, 
satisfied that there was nothing dangerous inside, they told the minstrel group that they would be permitted entry to the city. The entertainers shared a look of relief as they climbed back into their wagon. Noticing that they were also being observed by Carlis and Ehlena, the woman puppeteer waved the hand of one of
her puppets at them and smiled. The guards told the driver to make for the builders' quarter, that they would have their best luck among the working folk since the palace was off-limits. The driver thanked
him and, with a flick of the reins, urged the wagon through the gates and into the city. 
Carlis directed the carriage forward to the gate. Again, as they had done to the wagon of
entertainers, the guards surrounded the carriage, ready for any trouble. Carlis nodded politely to the man who seemed to be in charge. 
“Your name and your business at Aghlar, sir?” the guard asked. Carlis smiled. 
“I am Lord Carlis of Maramyr and with me is Lady Duchess Elaine Valamyr and her niece Ehlena, 
daughter to Elara Valamyr and Matthius Al-aran,” he told them. The guard looked at Ehlena skeptically. 
“You’re a daughter of Al-aran?” he asked. Ehlena nodded and pulled up the cuff of her sleeve. 
Carlis was shocked to see a colored marking on the underside of her wrist. The design was very intricate and looked almost like a piece of jewelry had been drawn into her skin. The guard looked at the design
for a moment and stood at attention, giving Ehlena his best salute. Carlis’ brow furrowed as Ehlena
giggled at the guard. 
“We are here to look over the Aghlar Ship and Trading Company,” Carlis explained. The guard
looked as though he recognized the name of the business and was much more respectful now that it was
clear who he and his companions were. 
“Oh, you’re Captain Carlis,” the guard said with a nod and a smile of recognition. “Welcome to
Aghlar, Captain.” He looked toward the carriage, where Elaine remained mostly obscured by the curtains, though he could see that she looked to be asleep. “Don’t wake the Lady Duchess on our account. Please, 
go right ahead. Again, welcome. Good to meet you.” The guard ushered them in. Carlis nodded and
thanked them and drove the carriage through the gates into the main road of the city. 
As they rode through the many smells of the Aghlar main road Carlis wrinkled his nose. If Elaine
was still asleep in the carriage, she would not be for long. The harbor city was home to countless odors, from the varieties of fish for sale to the musky sweat of so many sailors newly docked from long weeks at sea. Even the sea itself gave off a kind of salty smell that Carlis imagined would not be particularly
pleasing to Lady Valamyr. Ehlena gave no sign that it bothered her and directed Carlis to turn the carriage down a wide street that led toward the waterfront. At the end, they came to a wooden gate through which they could see workers busy assembling what would soon be the complete skeleton of a giant sailing ship. 
A sign above the gate read Aghlar Ship and Trading. Ehlena smiled and pointed to it. 
“See! I thought I knew where it was,” she told Carlis. Carlis gasped at the immensity of the
shipyard and saw dozens of workers just with his first glance through the wooden fence. This place was a major industry, even in the absence of its new owners. Carlis was impressed and more than a little
curious. A short man with a long grey beard that covered his enormous belly opened the small gate nearby the main gate. 
“Can I help ye’s with somethin’, sir and lady?” he asked, glancing at Carlis and Ehlena. “Have ye
lost yer way?” 
“No,” Carlis began. “I believe we are in the right place. This is the Aghlar Ship and Trading
Company?” The man nodded and pointed to the obvious sign. 
“Aye, that it be. And ye’ve got business here?” 
“Yes, I am Lord Carlis. It seems I have purchased this company,” Carlis told him. The man stood
silent for a moment and then his face broke into a wide grin. 
“Carlis, aye, Cap’n Carlis! Welcome sir. I’m called Sten, I been first mate to Cap’n Henriks when
he was the big boss ‘ere.” Carlis descended from the driver’s seat and the big man Sten pumped his hand and then gave Ehlena a respectful nod as she stepped down from the carriage. “This be yer daughter
then?” He held out his hand, which Ehlena took and shook solidly like a true Aghlar. 
“I am Ehlena Al-aran. Pleased to meet you Sten,” Ehlena smiled. Sten whistled. 
“An Al-aran! Well don’t that beat all!” He exclaimed then furrowed his brow, trying to figure out
why the very beautiful but much younger girl was accompanying the new Captain. Carlis noticed the look
and interpreted it as such. 
“She’s sort of like my niece,” he explained to the man. “Her aunt, Duchess Valamyr is traveling
with us as well.” 
Lady Elaine opened the door of the carriage and stepped down from it, facing Aghlar for the first
time in many years. 
“First mate, Sten,” she addressed the man in her most regal tone. “I am pleased to make your
acquaintance and wish you fair weather.” 
“Fair weather to you ma’am,” Sten replied, in awe of the Maramyrian noblewoman who had
suddenly appeared, wearing finery that was in marked contrast to the much simpler apparel usually worn
by the women of Aghlar. 
“Now would you be most kind as to direct us to the captain’s quarters for we have travelled a long
road and spent far too much time overland.” 
Sten nodded. It was Aghlar tradition that spending any amount of time away from the sea was
considered a hardship worthy of sympathy. He was impressed that the Lady Valamyr spoke with some
knowledge of Aglhar custom and decided he might like these new owners. 
“We heard ye were comin’ Cap’n, Duchess, and we prepared the ship for yer welcome. Please, 
follow me.” He gestured toward the walking gate. “One of the lads’ll see to your carriage.” 
Surprised to see Elaine so calm and poised, Carlis could do no more than to fall in line behind
Elaine, who followed Sten into the shipyard. The passed through the gate and saw that the yard ran further still to either side and there were several of the large ships being built in addition to a number of smaller ones. Men and women worked side by side shaving planks, forging metal pieces and assembling the
many-sized wooden hulls that paralleled each other down the yard. 
They walked past the large hulk of the ship they had seen from the gate and found themselves
nearing the waterfront. Carlis was amazed not only by the ships being built, but also the shipyard itself, with elaborate drydocks so the ships could be easily put to sea once they were finished. Along the
shoreline, he could see a number of tall masts running along several large piers that jutted out into the deep water. Sten led them across the yard to a large pier to which was tied several large ships. 
Carlis was amazed when Sten led them onto the largest ship. Named the Al-andor which Ehlena
told him meant ‘prince of the sea,’ the ship had four tall masts and looked large enough to carry an army. 
Carlis asked Sten why it was not as wide as some of the other ships docked nearby. 
“She’s a warship Cap’n. Then others be built for heavy cargo. This lass were built for speed. 
Heaviest thing on her’s the cannons.” 
“Cannons?” Carlis asked. Sten smiled and pointed at the deck. 
“Below decks Cap’n. She’s got thirty-sev’n guns, eighteen to port, eighteen to starboard and one
extra most folks ain’t knowin about.” Sten led them up some steps to the door to the large compartment to the back of the ship. “In ‘ere’s the Cap'n’s quarters an’ underneath that, there’s the extra cannon. Not a good place to sleep in a battle but the finest cabins I ever done seen.” 
Sten led them into the large outer cabin and showed them through the middle door of three. The door
led to a large chamber with the most beautifully ornate woodworking that Carlis had ever seen. He had
always been a man who appreciated craftsmanship but the artistry that went into every brace and wall
panel was breathtaking. A large intricately worked desk with a large book atop it stood at the center of the chamber and behind it another door led into another chamber. 
The room was the captain’s personal quarters and it held a large bed, several sitting chairs, a long
bunk bench built into one of the walls and what looked to be a large bathing tub made of finely polished wood. Light beamed in from a series of glass portals set thick into the wood. The curved wooden walls
looked to have been freshly polished and several bookshelves were neatly dusted and ready to
accommodate whatever books the new captain might want. The bed itself was covered in rich fabric
covers and several large cushions. Carlis was impressed, and he hoped that his partner in this new
venture might be as well. Lady Elaine walked over to the bath and, resting her hand on it turned to Sten. 
“Is there fresh water aboard?” she asked. Sten nodded. 
“Aye milady. Shall I have Jessup and the lads bring some heatstones as well?” 
“Please do.” She turned at the noise of several of the other workers carrying the large trunks they
had brought from Maramyr in through the door of the chamber. She looked at Carlis. 
"It's cosy," he said with a slightly nervous laugh. Elaine did not respond. Instead she turned to Sten and the men who had deposited all the travel cases. 
“Thank you, first mate Sten,” she said. 
“Happy to oblige, milady.” Sten smiled. 
Carlis decided that perhaps they had all better make themselves scarce while Elaine freshened up. 
This was the first Carlis had seen of her all day, and the first words she had spoken in longer than that. 
Elaine had not been in the best of moods since having to leave her life behind in Maramyr. 
“Sten, I am sure Lady Valamyr would like some privacy after her long journey. Perhaps you can
give me a tour of the ship in the meantime," Carlis suggested. Sten nodded happily and followed him above-deck. Ehlena followed him out. 
"I'd like to see the ship as well, Captain Carlis," she said with a smile. Carlis laughed. He supposed he would have to get used to his new title. He would also have to find out what it meant to be a captain in Aghlar society. 
They emerged from belowdecks to find a motley assortment of men and women lined up shoulder to
shoulder on either side of the deck. He glanced at the shipyard and saw that a large number of people
were still busily working away. The former magistrate wondered if these were perhaps the people who
sailed the great ship that now belonged to him and Lady Valamyr. 
“Your crew, Cap’n.” Sten confirmed with a gesture. Carlis nodded. 
“Very good. Impressive,” Carlis told him, not knowing what else to say. “Are they the ones who
have kept up this ship?” He thought he should ask. 
“Aye sir. The crew takes pride in her and wanted to make a good impression on the new Cap’n,” 
Sten told him. Carlis turned to look at the crew who stood silently under his gaze. 
“Crew of the Al-andor,” he said using his best orator’s voice. “Your care of this ship and
dedication to your duties is commendable. I thank you for your diligence and look forward to getting to know each and every one of you.” Carlis thought he could see a few smiles appear on the faces before
him. He turned to Sten in a lower voice. “Is there anything else I should tell them?” Sten chuckled. 
“Wish ‘em fair weather and currents o’ fortune, then tell them to get back to work,” the bearded man
told him. “You might call them a bunch o' laggards, while you're at it.” 
“Currents of fortune?” Carlis asked. He recognized it as sounding something like what a priestess of
the Lady might say. “Isn’t that a blessing of the Lady?” Sten shrugged. 
“’Tis a might similar. Many o’ the folks here at Aglhar follow the Lady,” he told his new captain
and wondered whether the former magistrate was at all familiar with the Aghlar's favorite goddess. Sten knew that Maramyrians, like many other peoples, had stopped worshiping the old gods since the time of
the Mage Wars. He had heard that many of the people of Maramyr also followed the new religion of the
mage priests and hoped that Carlis was not one of them. Carlis gave Sten a thoughtful look and then
addressed the crew. 
“By the Lady, I wish us the fairest weather and currents of excellent fortune,” Carlis told them and
he thought he saw their faces brighten a little. “Now back to work, you laggards!” 
Sten gestured some command and the two lines of sailors turned and saluted Carlis, then broke
ranks and went back to work. 
“How was that?” Carlis asked Sten. 
"Sounded right pirate like, Cap'n," Sten told him with a grin. 
“That's a good thing?” 
“'Round these parts,” Sten told him with a nod and a laugh. 
“I think you'll fit right in, Carlis” Ehlena told him, “as soon as you grow a beard.” 
“What's that?” 
“I wasn't gonna say nothin' Cap'n, an' I know yer from Maramyr, but a beard would suit you better
'round Aghlar.” 
Carlis put his hand to the side of his face, realizing that he was the only man present who did not
have some kind of beard or moustache. He chuckled, knowing that Elaine would not be pleased, but the
idea growing a beard had always appealed to him and now he had a legitimate excuse. He was about to
ask Ehlena what kind of beard she thought might look good on him when he heard a shout from the
direction of the shore followed by the sound of booted feet marching down the pier toward the ship. 
“Ahoy, Al-andor!” a voice called and the boots stopped. “Prepare to be boarded!” Carlis looked to
Sten whose concern was shared by the rest of the crew, their smiling faces were now drawn serious. The
same voice called out, “Make way for the king!” 
Carlis watched as the sailors who had stood at attention for him previously now quickly
reassembled and stood even straighter and more still than he thought humanly possible. Sten gestured that Carlis and Ehlena should descend to the main deck with him and they followed the big sailor down. Sten
took his place as first mate behind Carlis as twenty guards marched up the deck toward them, taking up
positions in front of the sailors. A large man with a big blonde beard that flowed into his long golden mane of hair walked up through the center of the group with two other very large bearded men behind him, with their hands warily at their swords. Carlis guessed that this man must be the king of the Aglhar people and wondered why his arrival at Maramyr would warrant such attention. Something about the blonde
man's features also struck Carlis as looking familiar. 
“Father!” Ehlena exclaimed and ran toward the man. 
“Hello, my darling!” He beamed as Ehlena leapt into his massive arms. 
Carlis smiled at the unexpected turn of events, though he was slightly confused. From what he had
been told of Ehlena's upbringing, he thought Elaine's niece was the step daughter of the king's brother, which he had hoped would help in establishing friendly relations for the three of them in Aghlar, but it seemed that there was a lot about which he was still unclear regarding Ehlena's parentage. He would have to have a little talk with the girl at some point. When Ehlena was back down on her feet, she glanced at all the soldiers her father had brought with him. 
“Why all the soldiers? Have you come to greet aunt Elaine?” she asked. 
The king's eyes widened slightly and Carlis thought he detected a hint of trepidation. 
“The Lady Valamyr is with you?” he asked. 
“Of course. She and Lord Carlis travelled with me from Maramyr,” Ehlena told him as though he
should already know such things. The blond man stepped forward and reached out his hand. 
“You are Carlis,” he said. Carlis accepted the handshake and nodded. “I am Toren Al-aran, King of
Aghlar. Once you have grown a proper beard you will attend my court. Until then, be welcome at Aghlar, 
Captain,” Toren said, adding Carlis' new title a little tentatively. 
Toren had heard that the Maramyrian who had bought the Shipping and Trading company had been a
court magistrate and a merchant of some kind but not a warrior. In Aghlar, even the tamest scribe prided himself on the size of his arms and the girth of his chest. He was unsure what to think of this small man and skeptical that he would be able to command the proper respect of his men, but there was something
sharp in Carlis’ eyes that suggested he might have some kind of strength. Unlike many of the Aghlar
people who were quick to size people up and also proudly displayed their own attributes, Toren tried not to judge other people before they had a chance to demonstrate their nature and decided that he should let this Maramyrian demonstrate his before he made up his mind whether to respect him or not. After all, if Carlis’ new company and its crews mutinied on him, Toren would be the one to step in, and then he
would get what he wanted anyway. 
“We are honored by your visit, good King Al-aran,” Carlis told him. 
“Please, call me Toren. We are not at court,” the bearded king said. 
“Very well. Thank you, King Toren. I am happy to offer any assistance that that I or the Aghlar
Shipping and Trading Company might be in a position to provide.” Toren smiled at Carlis’ offer. He
wanted ships built, that was what he wanted. He wondered if Carlis was, as yet, unfamiliar with Aghlar
custom and the laws of trade for it sounded almost as if he had just committed his entire resources to
serving the needs of the king. 
“Good,” Toren approved. “There is much that your company can provide and I am pleased to find
you agreeable.” Carlis bowed deeply. 
“Then, good king, I will be happy to discuss the terms of service and make myself available to you
as is mutually agreeable,” Carlis said with a smile. One think he had done was to read up on Aghlar
business practises on the long road from Maramyr. He knew that, under Aglhar law, with three or more
witnesses present, anything he agreed to with anyone, let alone the king, could be legally binding. He was not entirely sure about the words he had chosen to use, being a man of laws and the Maramyrian court
where formality was preferred and as yet unfamiliar with the local customs of Aghlar, and when he saw
Sten stand up a little straighter as the sailor-king gave him a penetrating stare, Carlis began to feel a little uncomfortable. His worries that he had offended the sailor king were dispelled when the big man burst
into laughter. 
“Very good. I will send several of my builders to you so you may negotiate the details, and the
costs,” he added. “Now, I invite you, the Duchess and the Princess, to dine with me this evening aboard the Al-dea.” 
“You do us great honor, King Toren. By the lady’s grace, I thank you,” Carlis replied. 
“I will send some men to guide you. Until later.” Toren said with a nod. 
“Until later,” Carlis responded and Toren turned and he and his soldiers departed the ship just as
orderly as they had come. 
When they had gone, Ehlena clapped her hand with obvious excitement. 
“I’m so pleased. I think Toren likes you, Carlis. He wouldn’t have invited you to his table
otherwise,” Ehlena said as she watched Toren and his men disappear through the shipyard. Carlis looked
suspiciously at her. 
“You didn't tell me he was your father,” Carlis said accusingly, but with a smile. Ehlena smiled
back at him mischievously. 
“Well, now you know,” she said. “Lady Valamyr did not think it was important and it isn't really.” 
Carlis caught the mild sarcasm in the girl's voice. Ehlena smiled then walked back toward the aft cabin to find her aunt. 
“Did you know she was the daughter to the king?” Carlis turned and asked Sten. The first mate
shrugged. 
“Of course, Cap’n. She’s Ehlena Al-aran. We’re happy ye’ve brought her ‘ome to us.” Sten told
him. “And good work, by the by with Toren. We figured on bein’ plenty busy and now it looks to be true.” 
Carlis shook his head in unconcealed wonderment at how much his life had changed in so short a
time. Just this morning, he was freezing his way in a wagon along the Aglhar coast with only his personal belongings and a non-descript writ of sale to his name. Now he apparently owned a rather successful
shipyard, which in reality had cost a fortune, and had just been invited to the king’s table. He was about to ask Sten whether there was anything he too might be hiding when he heard a loud yell from the cabins
nearby. 
“I will not! Not in a thousand years will I set foot on that man’s ship!” Elaine exclaimed. Ehlena
came running up on to the deck. 
“Carlis?” the girl looked to him as though he might offer some solution. Carlis took a deep breath
and descended the heavy wooden steps to where Elaine was obviously having one of her finer moments. 
As he disappeared below, Ehlena looked around at the assembled men and women sailors. Carlis
had forgotten to give them their orders. She turned to the burly first-mate. 
“Sten?” 
“Aye, Princess?” 
“Please give everyone leave to resume their duties,” she told him in a voice loud enough for the
sailors to hear her. 
“Aye,” he said with a chuckle. “You heard the fair lady! Back to work!” 
“Thank you, Sten. I think Lord…I mean Captain Carlis will have his hands full for a while. My aunt
Elaine can be somewhat…demanding.” 
“No, thank you princess,” he said, glad of the warning, though Elaine’s shrill reaction to the king’s
invite had been a strong enough hint that the Lady Valamyr was likely to prove difficult. “I’m a man who like’s knowin such things. Makes it easier to navigate when you’ve an idea where you’re goin.” 
“That’s true. So, while Carlis figures out aunt Elaine, how about you show me the ship?” she
suggested. 
“’Twould be my pleasure.” He smiled and led her off on a tour of the great ship as a few soft winter
snowflakes gently began to drift from the sky. 
CHAPTER EIGHT
By the time Borrican and his uncle arrived at the royal palace the entire kingdom was blanketed by
a thick layer of snow. Borrican was glad to see the tall peaks of the castle rising above the snow-covered buildings of the city below. As much as he had marveled at the bustle and diversity of Maramyr, he was
still glad to call Kandara home. 
His elder brother Elric greeted Borrican and their uncle Boric at the main courtyard of the palace. 
Borrican was glad to see that his brother was well, though there seemed a tired look in his eyes that had not been there when Borrican had seen him last. 
“Good meeting, my brother.” Borrican clasped his brother’s arm and embraced him. Elrik smiled. 
“It is good to see you, Borrican. I am pleased that you eluded Cerric’s men to come home to us
safely.” 
“Eluded?” Boric snorted good-naturedly. “More like they would have been lucky if they hadn't run
into us. Lucky thing I was there or there’d have been real trouble.” 
Elric turned to his uncle. 
“Uncle Boric. As much as I am glad to see my younger brother returned home safely, yours presence
gladdens me. Things are not altogether well in Kandara, and it is good you are back at the palace,” he
said. 
Upon getting settled, Borrican and his uncle met with Elric to share some food and whatever news
they could. Elric took the news of Cerric’s recent military buildup with a quiet interest. The Darga
seemed the only item that raised an eyebrow and he shook his head in obvious disapproval. 
“The Xallans are playing with very dangerous creatures. I have studied the Darga as they once
played a major part in our history. Did you know that many of them once lived in these mountains?” he
asked them. Borrican shrugged. Elric was a life-long student of Kandaran history and would be one to
know about such things. "This was their homeland, once upon a time, but they became very troublesome, so they no longer inhabit any of the lands of Kandara. 
"I've been meaning to do some digging into these creatures. How did we get rid of them?" Boric asked. 
“Apparently, they were banished,” Elric told them. 
“Banished?” Borric shook his head. “From what I’ve seen of these creatures, they’re pretty tough. 
What, did they get a scolding and then an invitation to leave and just go?” 
“In a matter of speaking, yes,” Elric replied. 
“Then they were part of Kandaran society,” Borrican supposed, thinking aloud. Elrik nodded. 
“As much as it was a very different land at the time. The Darga lived here over a thousand years
ago with a whole host of creatures that no longer inhabit these ranges. I have not directly researched the Darga so I don’t know the whole story but I do know they committed some unspeakable act and were
banished,” Elric told them. “I will see if I can find out more but I suspect that they will play a part if Maramyr actually does try to attack us. The Darga did not leave willingly and it would not be surprising if they had plans to return. I have read the reports from our few remaining agents at Maramyr, and it sounds as though there is some kind of negotiation going on between Cerric and this Xallan queen, Calexis, one that goes beyond a mere peace treaty.” 
Borrican could not agree more. He had kept track of most of the delegations during the Xallan
Queen's visit to Maramyr and many of them were of a military nature, more than would be necessary if
Calexis was merely concerned with her own security. 
“It amazes me that Cerric has such nerve. No one has ever attacked Kandara and won. Don’t they
know how defensible our kingdom truly is?” Borrican shook his head at the idea. Boric laid a hand on the table. 
“Times change. Maybe they think they have a chance now that almost all the mages have joined this
Priesthood,” he said. “These mage priests are different from the mages we have dealt with in the past.” 
Elrik nodded. 
“Ah, yes. We received several emissaries from the black robes while you were both away. They
are most interesting, these mages. Did you know they are somehow all linked together by the magic of
their religion, their belief in the book they worship?” Elric asked. 
Neither Borrican nor Boric were overly aware of the specifics on the priesthood. Borrican only
knew what he had seen at Maramyr and what he had heard the mage Calthas tell Aaron and the princess
that one time. 
“The link appears to give them access to a much greater power than they would normally have on
their own. Should they choose to involve themselves and side with Cerric, it will make things much more difficult for us. In all of the histories I have read, there is little mention of anyone openly attacking Kandara with magic before.” 
Borrican frowned, knowing there was something he should remember, some story about Kandara
and magic. He knew that there were very few Kandaran mages compared in power with the neighboring
kingdoms, but he also knew that there was some reason that they had not overly feared magic in the past, even during the time of the Great War. For some reason, the thought eluded him and he let it go as Elric brought up a most difficult subject: the King. 
When Borrican’s mother had died a year past, something in king Erik had changed and he began to
grow old very quickly. Within a few months, his hair had turned white and his usually ruddy face had
paled and wrinkled. Borrican had already gone to Maramyr to study so he had not seen the worst of it. 
Instead, Elric had been there to manage the king’s rapid decline into senility. 
Elric told them that the king was still alert, but that he often had bad days when he would be unable
to make realistic decisions on matters of state. At first, the aging Eric had detected his own unsteadiness and would defer matters to his son, Elric when he was unsure of certain things, but more recently, his
feebleness had been replaced with an aggressive vitriol that made him all but unmanageable. Now, he
would insist on seeing orders carried out that made little to no sense to anyone. Thus far, Elric had
managed to avoid having the king embarrass himself, but he admitted that it was becoming more and more
difficult. 
Deciding that they should visit the king, Elric led Borrican and the Duke down several hallways and
out of the main palace and they wondered where he was taking them. 
“The king, our father, has recently developed an obsession with the royal butchery. More
specifically, he feels he must personally select which animals will grace his dinner plate. Suffice it to say that the butcher himself vacillates between being flattered and being downright annoyed, though he does always maintain decorum around the King,” Elric explained. 
Sure enough, they found old king Eric standing in the hay among the fences and stables where the
royal livestock were kept. He was leaning on the wooden fence where several deer had been corralled
and was talking to a large buck, who did not seem at all interested in his attentions. Borrican was shocked at how much older his father looked, though there was something that appeared vigorous about the old
man, despite his aged appearance. 
“This one," the king pointed to one of the deer. “I think he will perhaps not agree with me. Please inform the royal hunters to turn him loose,” A man wearing green hunting garb and who looked to be the
royal gameskeeper nodded and stalked away to the other end of the stables to set about fulfilling the king's command. 
“Father,” Elric said and the king turned. 
“Who’s this! No one informed me the Ansari chieftans were here already! I am sorry, gentlemen, 
our customs do not permit the free sharing of our noblewomen. Instead, we have asked some professional
entertainers to ensure that you have an enjoyable stay in our fair kingdom. Welcome!” 
The king smiled widely and held his breath expectantly in the uncomfortable silence that followed
his strange and very mistaken greeting. Borrican sighed, for he had suspected that Elrik had made light of just how far the king’s mind had gone, but apparently that was not the case. Boric’s face wavered between shock and dismay at his brother’s seeming delusion. They said nothing for a moment until Erik broke the silence, bursting into laughter. 
“Eric?” Boric frowned. 
“I fooled you!” the king howled then he calmed himself when none of them laughed. “Oh, please. I
might be losing my mind, but at least let me have a little bit of fun with it,” he explained. Boric cleared his throat and chuckled. 
“You're an old fool, brother,” he told the king. “You never could resist a good prank, could you?” 
Boric turned to Elric. “You were in on it too, weren’t you?” he accused. Elric shook his head
uncomfortably. Eric laughed. 
“No, Boric. Elric probably told you I was becoming old and feeble. He is right, I am and it’s surely
more of a pain for him than it is for me. Some days are better than others, but what can I say, I’m old. 
Besides, you seem to have kept your wits about you, Boric, and my boys, you’re old enough to handle
most of the affairs of the kingdom, so why don’t you let an old man have his fancies.” He smiled, but
Borrican could tell that it pained his aged father to say these things. “I can’t afford to beat around the bush, lads because I’m prone to wander, so that’s the way it is and I hope you three can put up with me.” 
Elric nodded. 
“We’re glad you’re having a good day today father,” he told him. 
The king laughed. 
“It’s a great day! My family is home, except of course for your dear mother,” he added with a hint
of melancholy. “So, let us prepare a feast to welcome Kandara’s beloved sons!” the king exclaimed and
turned to look for the gameskeeper. “Gameskeeper. I’ve changed my mind about the buck. Kill him, for
I’ve a mind to feast this night!” 
CHAPTER NINE
Kaleb was an able commander and with his good friend Jax to help organize the men, the band of
outlaws had taken on a real semblance of order. They had also dubbed themselves Bordermen after the
original inhabitants of the watch stations that now served as their homes. 
As much as Brian was looked upon by Kaleb and Jax as still being fairly young, he had
distinguished himself as a fighter and woodsman as well as being an honest and forthright person. He had rightly won himself a reputation that inspired the other men and it was for such reasons that Kaleb
decided to give Brian a command. Brian had demonstrated both stealth and bravery in numerous attacks
on Manfred’s patrols and he always considered the well being of the other men so Kaleb assigned Brian
to lead scouting missions into the forests. 
While Fergus organized and trained the men for heavier battle, Brian trained them to move silently
through heavy brush and to sneak up on enemies so they could strike unannounced. It was a perfect system and Brian excelled at his work leading his men well on reconnaisance and raids throughout Baron
Manfred’s territory. 
The problems in the Borderlands had already attracted the attention of Maramyr and Cerric had
been sending additional troops to assist Manfred in consolidating the region. Not that it had helped. Every soldier that Manfred put in the field was merely another target for Kaleb’s archers and Brian’s raids were proving so effective that word had filtered from one of the towns that Manfred was beginning to have
discipline problems among his men and was quickly losing favor with the king. 
Brian was pleased when he heard such things. Let Manfred sweat, he thought. It would make things
that much more satisfying when Brian finally got a chance to kill the Baron to know that the man would
have had to watch everything he knew and loved slowly slip from his fingers. Brian was patient with his revenge and, as much as it fueled him during the cold dark nights on patrol in the winter forest, or buried in snow while laying in wait to ambush caravans bound for Manfred's lands, it had come to play a second part in his life. Now that he had met so many other men and women, common people, who had been
chased from their villages for resisting the harsh measures imposed upon them by the heartless and greedy lord, he knew his cause was just. 
The many small towns and villages that were scattered throughout the region had for generations
been self sufficient and able to pay their yearly tithes to their lord or to the local crown magistrate. But now Cerric demanded that they foot the bill for the massive army he was raising to attack Kandara and it the amounts they were required to give to the crown were bleeding them dry. As much as the common
people who lived in places like Ashford were angered by the story that Kandarans had killed the royal
princess Ariana, they were uniformly disinterested in a war that was going to take food from their tables. 
Not only that, but there were rumors that the Xallan queen was using the negotiations with Cerric as a way to lure Maramyr into complacency so she could annex the long coveted Borderlands. As unfortunate as it
was that these things were happening, it meant that the more upset and dissatisfied the villagers became, the more of them who joined Kaleb’s ranks. 
Now, they had a sizeable force and thankfully the dark forest was thick with game even in winter
else they would have had a difficult time just feeding themselves. But with their added numbers came
added chances for infiltration by spies and greater risk of detection by Manfred’s own scouts, especially not that the snows made it all but impossible to travel without leaving some sort of tracks. 
All had heartily agreed when Kaleb had finally proposed making an attack to retake his own castle
at White Falls, from which he had been driven by the baron. Many of the men and women had been
perfectly happy to live in the Border stations as makeshift soldiers but their numbers had grown
considerably and everyone knew that it was only a matter of time before Manfred figured out where his
attackers were hiding. Kaleb’s commanders also agreed that if they pushed too hard, Manfred would lose control of the region and they would have to deal with full contingents of the Maramyrian regular forces, who were well armed, well equipped, well organized, and could commit to the field in numbers. White
Falls was the key to the region, the main, defensible stronghold from which they could coordinate the
defence of most of the Borderlands from attack from any direction. Kaleb knew they would have to take
back his former home sooner rather than later. 
Kaleb went with Brian to survey Manfred’s defences at the fortified castle. As much as he disliked
Manfred, he was impressed that at least the Baron knew how to organize defences and had set up a strong perimeter to detect and defend against any intruders. Of course, Manfred and his men did not know the
landscape around White Falls as well as Kaleb did so they were able to sneak in very close to the castle walls themselves to get a better look at the preparations. 
“He’s expecting a siege,” Kaleb muttered. Brian nodded. He had heard about the giant vats of oil
that could be poured onto attackers as they attempted to scale walls and about the catapults that could be mounted atop the parapets and loaded with rocks that could crush handfuls of men at a time. Now that he saw them, he realized just how difficult it could be to conquer a well-defended fortress. He wondered
whether he and the rest of Kaleb’s rag-tag army would soon be splitting trees for their own siege engines and praying to the gods that the oil and rocks would not be dropped upon them. 
What discouraged the entire group beyond the obvious conventional fortifications was the natural
geography around the castle. White Falls was well named, for the fortress was situated on a kind of island set where the White River forked in two before it joined back together again and dropped into a high
waterfall. More than just a natural moat, the White River was named for the fact that it consisted almost entirely rapids and fast-moving water. Anyone who was lucky enough to survive the thrashing current of
the river itself would be quickly washed over the long drop of the waterfall to a very unpleasant death. 
Brian gulped as he thought about being tossed over the falls by the powerful river then shook off his fear and steeled his resolve. If Kaleb wanted to take back his castle, then that was what they would do. 
“Do you think we can take it?” Brian asked. Kaleb shook his head. Jax turned to look at his friend. 
“Surely you must know the castle’s weaknesses. It’s been in your family for generations,” Jax said. 
Kaleb half smiled. 
“My family built this fort many generations ago and we built it to withstand almost anything. It has
no real weaknesses as it stand, except of course for the falls.” Kaleb pointed downstream to where the
river disappeared over a sharp precipice. “There’s a way in through there, but there’s no way we could
get enough of us in to make any kind of stand inside the castle. With the number of troops they’ve got, we’d get cut down in no time.” 
“But there is a way in?” Jax smiled fiendishly. “That’s a start. Now we just have to figure out a way
to get them out.” 
“Couldn’t we smoke them out?” Brian asked. “I mean, my father and I had a problem with gophers
in the fields one year so we lit some smoky fires and with a bellows, we blew smoke into their tunnels. 
My brothers held traps at the other ends and caught the whole lot of them.” 
“Would it work?” Jax asked. Kaleb scratched his chin. 
“Maybe. But I think we’ll need more than a little smoke to clear out Manfred and a bunch of
Maramyria soldiers.” 
“I done seen this trick,” Fergus said. “To get rid of the gopher. But I seen it done with water. It
works a whole lot better.” 
“Of course!” Kaleb exclaimed. “Why didn’t I think of that? The river will do it all for us. Good
thinking, both of you. We’ve got plenty of work to do but I think we can take the castle within a week.” 
Brian was not sure how they were going to flood the entire castle, but he was definitely looking
forward to seeing something like that. 


*****
It took them several days of scouting around beneath the waterfall but soon they were able to begin
work. Kaleb had shown Brian, Jax, and Fergus through the tunnels that exited under the waterfall and led up to the castle above. Most of the passages had been hand-carved by Kaleb’s ancestors and the rock was completely solid in most places. Kaleb figured that if they could plug up the tunnel system and then divert the river to increase the water supply to the city, the pressure of the already fast-moving river would fill the castle in no time. Unfortunately, the sewers would also have to flood which would cause a great deal of mess but the bright side was that it should make things very uncomfortable for Manfred and his men. 
They worked in teams, hauling rocks and building makeshift walls in the tunnels, supported by
braces that later could be removed so that they could drain the water from the stone fortress. Luckily, it was quite a ways from the castle where Kaleb had directed them to block the tunnels so no one above
heard the sounds of their labors. In all, it took three days to completely stop up every drain leaving them only to turn on the water. 
The fortress received its water through a system of pipes connected to a kind of stone water vent
that had been built out from the castle on one side of the forked river. The water-vent functioned like a kind of dam that allowed the castle’s inhabitants to control the amount of the river’s current it caught. 
When the river ran slowly, which was rare, the vent would be opened up so it would catch a greater
weight of water and put added pressure into the pipes. When the waters were high and already coursing
quickly toward the falls, the vent would be left at its normal setting. 
Kaleb proposed that they block off the other fork of the river, forcing the river to flow more heavily
on the side where the fortress collected its water. Once that had been done, someone would have to sneak into the city and open the water vent. That should cause every well and cistern to flood. The trick would be getting to the vent, causing it to flood without being stopped by Manfred's men, and a task for which Jax was the perfect volunteer. 
“I’ll just stay there until the water is too deep for anyone to get at the blasted thing,” Jax told them. 
He was by far the stealthiest of any of them and he had the added benefit of already knowing his way
around the inside of his Kaleb's family castle. 
“But that will leave you surrounded by Manfred's men and you could get trapped in the vent room," 
Kaleb objected. "You run the risk of drowning, not to mention if our theories about the sewers are correct, getting a mouthful of somet very nasty stuff.” Jax shrugged. 
“We could destroy the wheel that controls the vents and then make our escape,” Jax told him. “It’s
the safest option but it will make an even bigger mess.” The problem was, it would completely flood the place, making it very difficult to repair any damage. Even closing the vent, once it had been completely flooded would likely prove a challenge and a permanently flooded castle was no good to anyone. 
“How hard would that be to fix?” Brian asked. Kaleb shook his head. 
“Not only would we have to remove the block from the one fork of the river and unplug the tunnels, 
but to fix the water system as well? Almost impossible, and we don't want to be stuck without the fortress. 
I have a feeling we are going to need those walls once Cerric catches wind of this.” 
“Then it’s decided,” Jax said. “I will go. You let me worry about how to escape.” 
“There’s got to be another way,” Kaleb said, visibly frustrated. He ran the plan through his head
again, looking for a solution. Every way he looked at it, the water room would have to flood so much that it would make it very difficult for anyone to get at the control wheel. He turned back to Jax. “How good a swimmer are you?” 
“Better than most.” 
“Do you think you could keep your wits about you in white water?” Kaleb asked him. 
“Maybe. What do you have in mind?” 


*****
Baron Manfred sat down to enjoy some venison and a bottle of wine from the cellar that had once
belonged to his adversary, a man who lurked in the dark forest from White Falls to the edge of the
Borderlands. He knew Kaleb was out there somewhere and hoped he was freezing out in the snow. Kaleb
had cost him dearly and now it appeared as thought the outlaw lord was planning to lay siege to the
fortress. It was proving more and more difficult for Manfred's men to make it safely through the forest and reports were of the attacks happening closer and closer to the fortress. 
Cerric had sent some reinforcements but not nearly enough, mostly because Manfred had not told
him just how dire things had become. The people from the neighboring towns had turned against him and
against their king, conspiring with Kaleb to bring him down. Many had begun refusing to pay their tithes and some had even attacked his men when they had tried to forcibly collect. Now it seemed as though the forests had come alive with rebels and it was no longer safe to even go hunting in the surrounding woods. 
Manfred tried to savor his meal, aware that even he might soon have to restrict his diet if Kaleb
actually had the gall to lay siege to this fortress, which he, of all people, should know was impregnable. 
He sipped the wine, impressed at its quality, while he thought about what he would say in his letter to Maramyr, how he would explain this situation. Manfred shook his head. There had to be a way to draw
Kaleb out to a real fight. Maybe a siege would be a good thing. At least, for once, he would be able to see his enemy. 
He stood from the table and tossed the remains from his ornate silver plate to the floor where the
dogs began their growling struggle to greedily steal every scrap from each other. The dogs were in luck. 
Manfred did not have much of an appetite this night and had barely touched his food. As the dogs lustily chewed the meat from bones and licked the grease from the floor, Manfred caught a whiff of a foul smell and turned to look at them. He had never noticed before how badly they stank and wondered if the man
assigned to take clean up after them had neglected his duty. Disgusted, Manfred walked out of the dining hall and wandered his way down the great hall toward the outer rooms of the palace. 
He barely halfway there when he heard shouts from outside. Curious, Manfred walked out onto one
of the upper walkways that ran above an open courtyard. As he walked out past the oil-soaked torches
that lit the upper wall, the men in the courtyard below noticed him and called out. 
“Baron. We’ve got a problem with the sewers, sir,” one of them called. Manfred recognized the
man as one of the lieutenants, who had been sent to him by Cerric. 
“Fix it then. I can smell it, even up here,” he told them, somewhat relieved that his dogs had not
been the source of the foul odor. 
“That’s just the problem my lord, we don’t know how. It’s coming up everywhere." 
Manfred stood for a moment, watching as brackish water pooled in the courtyard then held his hand
to his nose as a gust of wind blew the stench of generations of sewage toward him. 
“Something is wrong,” he said, realizing that the water system was the castle's only weakness, and
if he were in Kaleb's shoes, it would make sense to exploit it. “Sound the alarm! We are under attack!” 
Manfred might be a lot of things but he was no fool. He watched the water start to flow more
strongly into the courtyard below and knew that somehow Kaleb was behind this. He took out a piece of
cloth from his pocket and held it to his nose as further shouting erupted in other parts of the castle. 
At the top of the steps that led down to the water room, Jax calmly watched the water rise to the top
and begin to fill the floor of the room. Luckily for him, the place was upstream from the sewers and the water that flowed into it was somewhat cleaner than that which he knew had already begun to fill other
parts of the castle. Still, Jax could detect the faint smell of sewage and he shook his head thinking of all the beautiful rooms, tapestries and furniture that were going to be covered in foulness. He wondered
whether, after this, Kaleb would even want the stinking fortress. The water pooled across the floor and touched Jax’s boot and he slide it back. No point in getting wet until he absolutely had to, especially considering how cold the water was. 
As expected, loud banging sounded from the heavy wooden door. Jax smiled. He had been
wondering when Manfred’s men would figure out to check the water system. Luckily, he had not only
barred the door but there had been some heavy cabinets that he had also been able to push in front of it, keeping the men out. He had also cut two holes in the bottom of the door, too small for a man to get
through, but large enough to let the water flow out and into the rest of the fortress. The bodies of the two men who had been guarding the water room lay on top of the cabinets, still alive, but unconscious, and
hopefully they would remain thus until Jax could make his escape. Jax looked up the wall to a high
window and took a deep breath. All he had to do was wait until the water floated him up high enough to
reach the window that, if his estimation was correct, overlooked the river. He laughed to himself thinking how easy things sounded when they discussed the plan by the campfire several nights past. Now, he
realized that even though the water was rising fast, by the time it rose high enough, he would probably be frozen from being in the icy river water for even that short amount of time. 
The window was set very high on the wall and also looked like it might not even be large enough
for him to squeeze through. He had already tried to throw a hook and rope through it, to no avail. Jax
heard Manfred’s soldiers begin to chop at the thick wood of the door with an axe. No matter, he thought, at the rate the water was beginning to flow, by the time they could chew through the door, the water would have risen far above it anyway and likely the spray of water coming through the holes they were making
would slow them down. He turned his attention back to the window. There had to be a way to get up
there, he thought as he looked at the sheer wall, cursing Kaleb’s family for being so particular about their architecture. If only they had left the original building stones exposed, he might have something to hold onto. He was a good climber. 
Jax remembered Kaleb telling him once how he had restored much of the castle, replastering so
many of the rooms where it had begun to soften and crumble. Kaleb had brought in artists to paint the still wet plaster in many of the more finely appointed rooms but, due to his own feelings of frugality, left much of the palace a more utilitarian greyish white of the plaster. Setting aside his thoughts of aesthetics, Jax started to wonder about the plaster. 
He took out one of his long daggers and walked over to the wall. Holding it up in his fist, he
stabbed it at the wall. Sure enough, the blade pierced the hard outer layer and sunk into the softer older layers of plaster almost to the hilt. Jax pulled out his other dagger and stabbed it into the wall at a point higher than the other and it went in just as easily. He wondered at how many times the walls would have been plastered over to have been so thick with the stuff, but considering that it was strong enough to hold his daggers, he decided not to bother questioning the decorating choices of Kaleb's ancestors. 
Gritting his teeth, Jax started the slow climb, pulling himself up the wall with the strength of his
arms alone. He was glad he had spent the last year climbing walls and hanging from window ledges or
there would have been no way he could have pulled himself painstakingly up the wall. When he was
nearly at the window, he glanced down and was reassured by the fact that, if he fell, he would at least land in a depth of water that had now risen almost to his own height. Still, he thought it would be better to stick to this plan since he was almost there and it looked like the guards he had knocked out were
beginning to stir, probably revived by the cold water that now surrounded the cabinets on which they lay. 
With a few more stabs of his daggers, Jax made it to the top and he pulled himself into the thick
rectangular window ledge then rested for a few moments, catching his breath. 
Jax could hear Manfred’s soldiers shouting atop the ramparts above him and felt their boots
reverberating faintly in the stone behind his back as they ran back and forth on the wall just above him. 
They were cursing now and he thought he heard them complaining openly about Manfred. He smiled. That
would be the perfect end for the Baron, to have his men mutiny on him. Whatever the case, most of them
would probably get swept away by the river when they tried to escape. That was his fear now. The climb
had left his arms shaking with fatigue and now he was worried that he would have little strength to swim the current. He took a few deep breaths and shook his hands to try to get them moving again. 
From his perch in the high window that looked out over the river below, Jax was able to lean out
and look to the side at the outer grounds of the fortress and he could see that the plan to flood the place was working far better than he and Kaleb had expected. The fortress grounds were already heavily
flooded and most of its soldiers were crowding atop its walls for fear of drowning, especially since the sewers had indeed backed up, making a messy affair of the whole place. 
Looking past them, Jax could see trails of smoke and he guessed that the fires that Kaleb's men had
set along the land-bridge that led to the fortress were likely impassable by now, which meant that
Manfred's men were going to have to jump for it and try to swim for the bank before they were tossed
over the falls. It was a frightening thought, but he might as well beat them to it. He just hoped that the lad Brian and the big man Fergus had rigged things up properly. Otherwise, he’d surely get swept away by the current. Jax kicked off the old pair of boots he wore, glad he’d had the presence of mind to leave his own much nicer ones with Kaleb. He made sure his daggers were secure on his belt as he perched on the outer edge of the window and stared for a moment at the river coursing past him and then he took a deep breath, steeled his nerves, and leapt out from the wall. 
Downstream, Brian and Fergus had felled several trees and, using heavy ropes they had strung
across the river, they had rigged a series of logs together on an angle across the rushing water. Brian was amazed that the contraption worked. Fergus had told them that he had seen it done by a fisherman on a fast river near his home. He was about to ask the man where his home was when one of the ropes they had
rigged in a loop along the logs now pulled tight as though something had caught on it. He could not see very far out across the river since they had only lit a small lantern so Jax would be able to mark their position. 
“Let’s see what fish we’re catching tonight,” Fergus said with a grin and headed down to the edge
of the water with an extra length of rope. The river on this side of the fortress was fairly wide so it took a while before they heard the heavy splashing of something, or someone being pulled free of the current. 
Fergus tossed the shorter length of rope out to the figure that had appeared, clinging to the logs, then he used it to pull the man ashore. 
“You made it!” Brian said as Jax's face, pale white with purple lips appeared in the dim lamp light. 
“Barely, it’s bloody freezing,” Jax said as he stamped his feet and slapped his hands against his
legs, trying to get rid of the numbness. Fergus unwrapped a thick blanket he had been wearing over his
shoulder and draped it over the wet, frozen man. 
“How’d it go?” Brian asked. Jax looked at him and stopped chattering for a moment. 
“Like a charm, except for the cold water part.” He looked around. “Where’s Kaleb?” 
“Keeping the homefires lit, you might say,” Fergus said. “You’re wantin' we be heading over to him
now?” he asked. Jax nodded. 
“First, where are my dry clothes?” he asked. Brian held the lantern so Jax could see where they had
laid out his clothes. “Good.” He responded and started tearing off the wet garments. Though frozen and
numb, Jax changed clothes faster than Brian thought humanly possible. He thankfully accepted yet a
second blanket from Fergus’ warm shoulders and wrapped it around himself even though he was now
wearing warm clothes and winter cloak. Jax was not sure whether he could remember what warmth was
and would have given anything to be near a fire. Still, there was work to do and he was not about to let Kaleb have all the fun. 
They were just about to leave when they heard yelling from the direction of the water, voices
calling for help. Fergus held up the lantern and bellowed out across the sound of the rushing river. 
“Anyone armed gets a sword in the gut. If we've got yer surrender we'll pull you to shore,” he said. 
The voices called out that they were unarmed and that they surrendered. 
"They won't have any fight in them after being in that water," Jax commented, but Brian kept his axes handy nonetheless as they rescued a bunch of Manfred's soldiers who had ended up in the river, 
unintentionally saved by the log trap. 


*****
All in all, it was a sad victory, for there was little glory in it and many soldiers died needlessly
when the water topped the walls of the fortress, sweeping them down the river and over the falls. 
Manfred was smarter than most and realized that there were a few points that were higher than the rest
and that the water would pour over the walls before it could rise up and claim any who stood with him. 
Kaleb called out to the Baron and asked him whether he would surrender, for certainly no one could for
long withstand a siege such as this. From atop the highest wall, Manfred called down across the rushing water that he and his remaining men agreed to surrender. 
It took two days to remove the braces and free the stones that had plugged the tunnels below the
palace. They had to work carefully because the stones now had mountains of water behind them and
Kaleb did not want his men getting killed when the stones let go and came crashing out. When they finally did get the tunnels open, the water made such a deafening noise it was almost as though the ground shook and the fortress might come tumbling down. The ancient structure held firm and, with the water gone, they were able to enter the grounds before long. 
Kaleb received Manfred’s surrender in person once the water had drained from the fortress and the
Baron was able to walk down from the high wall and give himself up. Only thirteen of his men remained, 
the rest of them having been flooded into the rapids. Kaleb did not tell him that over a hundred had been saved by Fergus, Jax and Brian. The baron wept openly in shame for he had lost over four hundred men in one night and was not only humiliated but appeared to genuinely feel responsible for the lives of those in his charge. Brian was surprised that the baron, who was the most plain-looking, non-descript person he
could think of, acted in such a way since he had pictured the man to be some kind of evil monster who
mercilessly ordered women, children, old people and more importantly, his family, killed. He was also
surprised to find himself almost feeling sorry for Manfred, and now that the man had been removed from
power, Brian's anger left him. 
“The enemy looks a lot different close up,” Kaleb commented, guessing at the conflicting feelings
going through Brian’s head. Some time ago, Brian had told him of his desire for revenge upon Manfred. 
“If you still want to kill him, at this point, you would probably be doing him a favor.” 
“He is nothing,” Brian said. 
“You're right. Manfred has lost everything,” Kaleb confirmed. “Even if he’s stupid enough to show
his head at Maramyr, Cerric would probably arrest him for treason. He’ll be stripped of his titles for sure and there will probably be bounties put on his head. Manfred lost a lot of men here tonight, all of whom have families, some of whom I wouldn’t put it past to hunt him down and make him miserable.” Brian
nodded. 
“Good,” he said coldly. “Then he will know what it’s like to fear and to be hunted.” 
Brian turned and stiffly walked away. Kaleb watched him leave and marvelled at how much more a
man Brian seemed to have become since he had met him such a short time ago. 
One of Kaleb's men shouted for him and he turned back to look at his river-moated castle. He
shuddered to think of how it had been ruined by the days of water rushing through it. The man gestured for Kaleb to cross the drawbridge. Everything with Manfred and his men seemed to be in order so Kaleb
decided he might as well inspect the damage. 
What he found when he entered the fortress was something very unexpected. Gone were the thick
looking white plaster walls, which had been washed clean away. Instead, the original structure of the
castle had been exposed and it was some kind of hard green stone that glistened almost as though it held some kind of magic. Kaleb noticed that everything seemed bigger as well and realized how thick the
plaster must have been. 
He laid his hand on one of the greenish stone walls and then quickly pulled it away. When his hand
had touched the stone, he thought he had heard voices. Carefully, he put his hand back on the wall and to his amazement, he saw the wall glow slightly. Again, he heard voices, what sounded like a kind of
murmuring. He held his hand, listening and marvelling over this strange and wonderful surprise. It
sounded almost as if the voices were confused echoes, disjoined and all speaking out of time, but he
thought they were trying to say something to him. After a short while, standing, listening, Kaleb heard a distinct change in the tone of the murmuring and he distinctly heard the voices, with a discernible warmth to their tone, merge together and utter one word. 
“Master,” the fortress said in unison to its lord, glad that he had returned. 


*****
Word travelled quickly that Kaleb had reclaimed his castle and talk soon began of the Borderlands
declaring independence from the throne of Maramyr. People flocked to White Falls to declare their fealty to the outlaw lord and offer what support they could before the inevitable was bound to happen. It was
almost certain that Cerric would disapprove of Manfred’s deposal and send soldiers in number to put
down Kaleb’s supposed revolt. 
In an attempt to ward off the perception that he was leading a revolt, Kaleb sent an open letter to the palace, explaining his actions and reaffirming his loyalty to the throne of Maramyr. Despite the reality of his actions, Kaleb was genuinely trying his best to keep the peace. He had even spent several days on the wording of the letter, trying to make his point while leaving things open and blameless. Cerric would
surely see that it would be more sensible to accept that White Falls now, once again, belonged to Kaleb and to accept the traditional tithes from the people rather than these new and unreasonable taxes. 
At Maramyr, Cerric slammed his fist onto the heavy walnut table. This Kaleb had become a real
problem. Not only had he led a revolt against the rule of Maramyr, but he had usurped the rule and lands of that most incompetent Baron Manfred. Cerric did not care that Kaleb had taken over lands that had
previously belonged to him, and that he now claimed a stewardship only over Manfred’s holdings. As far
as he was concerned, this was treason and he would see Kaleb’s head on a pike for it. 
“Get me that captain, what’s his name…Nathas!” Cerric shouted at a servant. He looked around the
table at Dakar, Duke Mirdel who had just brought him two thousand new army recruits from his lands to
the southwest, and Lord Barant who had been more successful than Manfred at quelling provincial unrest. 
“If I may, your highness,” Duke Mirdel interjected. “Would it not be wise to have this man’s
support since he seems to hold such sway over the people he governs and has clearly demonstrated that he is a more than able commander?” Cerric’s eyes widened. 
“He has disobeyed my edicts and, including those who were slain at White Falls, he and his
outlaws have murdered nearly seven hundred of my men! You would now have me welcome him back to
court with open arms?” Cerric’s face flushed with anger. “Do I look mad to you?” 
Keeping his calm, Duke Mirdel paused a moment while Cerric got his anger under control and then
continued. 
“I am not suggesting that this Lord Kaleb be welcome within our ranks, but he and his men would
make a perfect first wave against the Kandarans, would they not?” Mirdal said without expression. Cerric pondered the idea. 
“But what if he tries to convince the men to revolt?” Cerric objected. 
“I’ve had dealings with Kaleb,” Barant interjected. “He is a man of his word, and if he agrees to
support this campaign, then he will do so.” 
Cerric looked to Dakar who held up his hands. The Priesthood had little interest in helping him deal
with the petty matter of a disagreeable country lord. Both Mirdal and Barant agreed, though Cerric
wondered how much they were basing their opinion on the knowledge that White Falls was one of the
most secure fortifications in the kingdom. Still, if Kaleb agreed, it would take a major thorn out of his side, one that he could throw at the Kandarans where it could do some good. 
The heavy wooden doors swung open and a uniformed soldier of Captain’s rank entered the room. 
Cerric recognized the head of the Academy and remembered that he had been one of the representatives
sent to assess the situation in the White Falls area when Manfred had first started having difficulties with Kaleb. Nathas bowed deeply to all three men then dropped to one knee, following the new protocol
Cerric had instituted since taking the crown. 
“Rise, Captain,” Cerric commanded. “We have need of your knowledge and expertise.” 
“Yes my king.” Nathas stood. 
“You were sent to White Falls some time ago to investigate the problems between Baron Manfred
and Lord Kaleb, is this correct?” Cerric asked. 
“Yes my lord, though Kaleb was no longer a lord at that time,” Nathas told him, wondering at
Cerric’s use of the title. 
“Yes, yes, don’t correct me soldier. Just answer my questions.” Cerric was irritated though he knew
that the Captain was merely being precise. Such was the way of the Maramyrian army and he supposed he
would have to get used to it if there was to be a war. “And what was your assessment?” Cerric asked. 
Nathas shifted slightly before speaking. 
“I made a report on this matter. At the time, I was fairly certain that Baron Manfred would be
unsuccessful at removing Kaleb from the dark forest and would likely see some form of organized attack
made upon himself before the onset of winter.” Nathas told them. “It was my opinion, which I did submit to the palace in my report, that the Baron did not have the necessary resources or military expertise to succeed at neither the tasks your majesty set for him, nor in holding White Falls, should Kaleb undertake a campaign against him.” 
“But Manfred had over five hundred men garrisoned at White Falls and dozens more on regular
patrols through the borderlands,” Cerric objected. “Kaleb did not have such numbers on his side.” 
“No, he did not. I would estimate Kaleb’s forces to have numbered nearly two hundred at most.” 
“He was outnumbered almost three to one and yet you, in your expert military opinion, thought more
men should be devoted to this enterprise. Why?” Cerric asked. 
“May I speak freely, your highness?” Nathas asked after a moment. 
“Of course.” Cerric nodded. 
“Baron Manfred was not an exceptional commander,” Nathas started uncomfortably, unsure about
the wisdom of criticizing a noble of the king’s court. “I am not saying that he was incompetent or
negligent, but he was not a skilled soldier and he lacked the support of the people and even many of his own soldiers. The main reason Kaleb is garnering such support is that the people trust him and believe
what he says. They follow him and do what he commands because they believe in him, because he has
proven his loyalty to them, shown them that he will protect them and keep them safe. He is a leader in a way that Manfred could never be.” 
Nathas wondered if he had perhaps gone too far. He knew that the same criticisms he had of
Manfred could easily be said of Cerric and hoped the king would not take offence. There was silence in
the room and the Captain felt the dampness of perspiration under his arms. Nathas would rather that he
was facing forty men swinging swords than the four men in this room staring at him. Finally, Cerric
smiled at him and he breathed a sigh of relief as the king strode up to him and clasped his hand. 
“Thank you for your candor, Captain Nathas. You have enlightened us to the reason for Manfred’s
failure and you have helped me come to a decision. I would like to commission you for two tasks.” Cerric told him. 
“Yes, your highness,” Nathas said, wondering what the king had in store for him. 
“First, I wish you to travel to White Falls to negotiate an agreement with Lord Kaleb. We have
accepted his proposal for him to regain his titles and lands and furthermore accept his pledge of loyalty to Maramyr on one condition, that he and his men agree to assist you in the second task, which is to lead the Royal Maramyrian Army to war with Kandara.” 
“Are we now officially at war with Kandara, highness?” Nathas asked, knowing full well that even
though no official declaration had yet been made, Cerric had already set things in motion for the upcoming campaign. Cerric smiled. 
“The war will happen in the spring when the passes through the mountains can once again be
traversed. Until then, there is much to prepare, for it is not likely to be an easy campaign and that is why I am promoting you to the rank of Captain General. You will offer Lord Kaleb the rank of Brigade General
and you will report to Lord Generals Mirdel and Barant and myself. I trust that you are willing to accept this command?” 
Cerric kept his warmest expression on his face. He had just offered Nathas the highest rank
attainable for a commoner, and in a practical sense, the highest rank in the Maramyrian Army. It was a
rank that would put him on a footing equal in command to that of a Lord General. Of course Cerric would be sure to give writs to both Mirdel and Barant with which they could rescind both Nathas and Kaleb’s
ranks, but there was no need to tell them that. Nathas smiled and nodded. 
“I would be most honored to help command your army, highness and look forward to serving with
Generals Duke Mirdel and Lord Barant,” Nathas said, careful to show his deference to Mirdal and
Barant, wondering whether they approved of Cerric’s choice. “I will arrange to travel at once to White
Falls to enlist Lord Kaleb’s support.” 
“Very good,” Cerric said to the newly promoted Captain General. “Then you are dismissed. I will
send the appropriate documentation to your offices at the Academy later this day.” 
“Thank you, my King.” Nathas saluted him and exited the chamber. Cerric watched the man leave
then turned to the other three men. 
“Well, I think our little problem is well solved for the time being,” he said, feeling rather pleased
with himself. 
CHAPTER TEN
The months passed and both Aaron and Ariana noticed that the sun began to shine more brightly
every day. As the weather warmed with the coming of spring, they realized they would soon be able to
leave the mountains for home. As the snows melted, the wreckage of the wagons and horses were
revealed and they noticed that they were riddled with arrows of the kind fashioned in Kandara. They both agreed it was ridiculous that the Kandarans would be involved in a plot to have her killed but it seemed that things were made to look that way. No doubt that was the story told by the soldiers who had attacked them and, if their suspicions were correct, it was likely that the people of Maramyr believed that she was dead. Ariana remembered all too well that her uncle had been the one who had hand picked her escort, all except Aaron, whom she had herself requested. If her uncle had chosen those soldiers himself, then the
orders had to have come from him and that could mean a lot of trouble. 
She was disgusted that Cerric was her uncle, that he was family. He was greedy and scheming and, 
even though he would pretend to show concern for her and try to act like he cared, Ariana always felt like he was insincere. It also occurred to her that if Cerric would go so far as to kill his own niece, then why would he not kill his own brother and wife, Ariana's parents. Now that she no longer had any doubt of
Cerric's duplicity, she resolved that he would pay dearly for what he had done. The cold of the winter had hardened her feelings of betrayal and by the time the snow began to melt, her anger flared to life, burning stronger with every passing day. 
As the snows disappeared and the days became longer, the two were able to venture further and
further from the cave where they had made their home for so many months. The day finally came when the
two decided that they should leave their mountain refuge and make their way back to civilization. That
evening, they gathered their things into packs and made ready to leave. One more night, they slept together in the tiny pocket that had been their home then started off through the forest early the next morning. 
When they approached the road, they argued about which direction to take. Ariana wanted to return
to Maramyr, but Aaron tried to convince her that it might be best to push on to Rivergate Keep, named for the great river that ran down from the mountains toward the densely wooded Elven forests to the
southwest. The keep was much closer to where they were and it was also where they hoped to get some
horses and supplies. It would certainly be much easier than walking all the way back out of the mountains on foot. Ariana was less than pleased with the idea of such a detour. She was impatient to wring her
uncle’s neck but she agreed that it made the most sense to push on to the mountain keep
“As far as anyone knows, you were killed in the mountains by bandits or assassins. If you go back
to Maramyr, I doubt they would even recognise you,” Aaron explained, trying to be tactful. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” She cast him a sharp look. Aaron grimaced. It was a subject he
had avoided all winter long. He tried another tack. 
“Lets put it this way,” he said. “When you left Maramyr, you traveled with an armed escort of
Maramyrian soldiers.” 
“Don’t remind me,” she muttered. 
“You were also finely dressed in thin silks and fine leathers,” he pointed out. 
Ariana held up her arm, about to inform him of how fine her clothing actually was when she saw
what he meant. The shirt that had once been a deep forest green was now a kind of grey black, after a
winter of living by campfire, even though she had diligently washed everything. She looked at her hands and realized that they too were smudged, and her nails were broken short. She did not want to think about the state of her hair but instinctively reached a hand into the tangle. They had kept reasonably clean, heating pots of water to wash with, but living in the smokiness of the cave for so long had taken its toll. 
Ariana realized how desperately she wanted to have a bath. She looked at Aaron, and decided that he
needed one too, and a shave. He had also grown a beard over the winter, and she was not sure whether
she liked it or not. 
“I suppose we could make for Rivergate, resupply and then head back to Maramyr,” she said, 
conceding that his idea might have some merit. 
“It's also safer. Given that Maramyrian soldiers were the ones who tried to kill you, we should
probably find out what is happening before walking back in the front door." 
“I am pretty sure my uncle, Cerric was behind it,” Ariana said. 
“I wondered about that, but didn't want to say it,” Aaron told her. 
“It's fairly obvious. I don't think I told you that the members of the guard were selected for me by my uncle himself,” she admitted. 
“But why would your uncle do such a thing?” Aaron asked. 
“To be king?” Ariana asked rhetorically. Aaron nodded in agreement. 
“You're right. And, if that's the case, he might not like it if you were to show up, all of a sudden.” 
“What do you think we should do?” 
Aaron scratched his head. Even though they had not spoken about it, he had wondered about the
answer to that question quite a lot over the winter. 
“Nothing. Not until we know more. It wouldn't be safe just to go rushing into situations where the
people who are supposed to be protecting you turn out to be enemies. We have enough gold to get new
clothes and horses as well as a proper meal and perhaps stay a few nights at an inn. If we make good time on the road, we can make it to Rivergate in less than a week.” 
Ariana thought about it for a moment. Cerric had the power of a kingdom at his disposal and they
had only a few gold sovereigns between them since the soldiers who betrayed them had been carrying the
saddlebags with the princess' gold and her letters from the Trade Guild. If it weren't for the few coins Aaron carried, they would have had very little. They would go to Rivergate, resupply, collect themselves and figure out how to return to Maramyr so Ariana could claim her throne from her treacherous uncle. 
“Okay," she agreed, "but I think we can afford to travel in a little bit of comfort.” 
Ariana pulled a dagger from her pack. It was encrusted with jewels, diamonds, rubies and inlaid
with various different metals. Aaron had never really looked at the dagger closely before and now he
noticed that it was made of silvergold, the same metal as the ring he had found in the temple of the Lady. 
The princess figured they should be able to get something for it if they were completely desperate
although the dagger had been her mother's and she hoped they would not have to sell it. Aaron agreed that it would be better if they could avoid selling something that had not only sentimental value but its own intrinsic worth as well. Having decided their plan, they set off northwest, away from Maramyr. 


*****
Having spent a lean winter together in the frozen mountain, both Aaron and Ariana barely
resembled what they had looked like when they had left Maramyr. The harsh life and vigorous activity of staying alive had toned the softness of the city out of them. Aaron’s beard had grown thick and his hair long while Ariana’s features had sharpened from the lean living. Her mother’s Elven blood now showed
more prominently and the slight angularity of her features gave her a natural intensity that Aaron noticed increasing day by day as they got closer to civilisation. He wondered about the burn scars that ran down one side of her face from where the burning pitch had injured her. He had not said anything to her about it, thinking it might be the sort of thing that might make her upset, and in all reality, he barely noticed it anymore. As far as he was concerned, she was just as beautiful as the day he had first met her. 
Quietly pondering their return to civilization, they walked all of the day and into the night before
camping, staying off the main road, just to be safe. It was difficult going as the spring thaw had made a lot of the ground soft and muddy, but for the most part they found animal trails that offered better footing and ran fairly close to the main road. Four long days of travel later, they finally emerged from the woods to find a stone fort on the mountain road. 
The place was called Mountain Ridge hold and Aaron had heard of it described as little more than
a military outpost with a small garrison. The sight that greeted them was somewhat different. The stone fortress with its high walls was surrounded by a small town with its own outer wall and a gate. Outside the town, there were also dozens of pitched tents along with a large number of heavily laden wagons lined the road. The grey-blue smoke of campfires hung low in the still, damp air and the tangy scent of burning wood filled the air. As they neared the fort, Aaron and Ariana recognised the markings on the wagons and the uniforms of the men in the camp. They were soldiers of Maramyr. 
“What are they doing here?” Ariana asked. 
Aaron wondered if maybe the attempt on Ariana’s life had something to do with it and he feared the
worst. 
“I think we’d better be careful until we know what is going on,” Aaron said to her quietly as they
neared the camp and he suggested that they pull their hoods over their heads to make sure they were not recognized. 
None of the soldiers gave the two travellers a second look when they stopped to listen to an old
man standing on a wagon, speaking to the crowd waiting outside the walls of the city. The old man’s
voice strained as he conducted the crowd with his tale. 
“Discovering that our Princess was to leave for that good priestly Island, the diabolical villains
hatched their fiendish plot. Murdered in the mountains, she was, by Kandaran arrows and with the
treachery of her own guards. Our fair Princess was murdered and for that the Kandarans shall pay dearly. 
I say join the King’s army and we’ll rout the thieving barbarians from their mountains! They have stolen the life of our Princess, and will we let them steal our Kingdom? I say nay!” The old man roused the
crowd to angry cheers and it was all Aaron could do to stop the princess from saying something and he
practically had to drag her away from the crowd. 
“I should say something,” she told him. “I can't believe the lies they are using, to raise an army, no
less!” 
“What would you say to that crowd?” Aaron asked. “Would they listen?” 
“I will tell them I am the Crown Princess of Maramyr!” Ariana said, her voice rising a little too
loud. Aaron gave her a look and she lowered her voice again. "By rights, I will be Queen by mid-summer. 
They are my people and they are my soldiers, and they are being led astray. It is my duty to tell them the truth.” 
“And if they do not believe you?” Aaron asked. 
“Why would they not believe me?” 
“We already talked about this,” Aaron told her. “Let's get into the city and cleaned up, then we can
figure out how best to approach this situation.” 
As much as Aaron did not like the idea that Maramyr might be going to war over a lie, he was more
worried for Ariana's safety and that took priority. Tarnath had always told him not to rush into battle, to look at things from as many angles as possible before taking action and he figured the advice would hold true in this kind of situation as well. 
Ariana scowled as they worked their way out of the crowd, but she at least agreed to keep up the
subterfuge that they were nothing more than simple travelers. As they approached the gate and a burly
looking guard with a thick, brown beard stopped them and asked them their business, while he
suspiciously eyed the two dirty travellers. 
“What’s your business?” He glanced at Aaron’s sword in its scabbard at his waist, not noticing the
other one Aaron had wrapped in a sheet of leather and tied onto his pack. “Joining the King’s Army like everyone else I suppose?” 
“No, I was a soldier for a while before I injured my arm in a campaign in the borderlands to the
east,” Aaron lied. “I just keep this old thing for protection when I travel.” The guard looked at Aaron skeptically as he continued his story. “I thought I might see if there’s any work as a builder up at
Rivergate Keep while the Army is getting organized, then it’s off to Markwood. My cousin is a woodsman
there. If I don't get hired on at Rivergate, there's always wood to chop. Hope to start a family up there.” 
He gestured to Ariana. “This here’s my wife, Katie.” 
The bearded guard nodded to her with barely a glance, grunted his approval of Aaron's story then
ushered them in through the gate. 
“Just stay out of trouble. Lots of strange folk in and out these days what with the coming war and
all,” the man told them. Aaron thanked him and Ariana tried to smile as they made their way into town. 
They told the same story to the innkeeper who claimed to have no room until Aaron produced one of
his gold sovereigns and told him to make sure ‘his wife’ got everything she wanted. The man’s expression immediately brightened and he led them to a tiny room on the upper floor, near the back of the inn. 
“It’s all I got left.” He wrinkled his nose at them. “I suppose you’ll be needing some wash water?” 
he asked. Aaron nodded. 
“Yes, it's been a very long road,” Aaron told him
“I’ll see if we can heat some up for the lady,” the innkeeper said and left them in the room. Ariana
let out a deep sigh and Aaron could tell that she was unhappy. 
“I’ll go and get supplies while you freshen up,” Aaron suggested. Ariana sat on the little chair next
to the bed and rested her chin on her arm. He dropped the packs next to the bed and promised to return
soon. He would find her some new clothes. That would surely cheer her a little. One thing Aaron knew
for sure was, women liked being clean. 
He ventured in through the door of the trading post and found an old man sitting inside, whittling a
small piece of wood and spilling the shavings into a pail. He put his idle work aside and stepped up to help Aaron
“What can I do ye for, sonny?” he said, gumming a smile. The man barely had a tooth in his mouth. 
“Somethin to buy, somethin to sell?” Aaron shrugged, doing his best to appear disinterested, which was
something Borrican had told him to do when dealing with merchants. 
Despite his attempts at bargaining, the prices of goods were very high and Aaron was forced to
spend the better part of his money to get provisions and arrange for two horses, which were equipped
with old tack. The trader told him the war had driven up costs and that Aaron had just bought the last two horses available. 
After leaving the horses with the stable boy at the inn, he set out to find some other items. Aaron
soon found what he was looking for at another small shop. After some bargaining and a short wait, he
paid and thanked the seamstress who had helped him and headed back to the inn, paper bundle under his
arm. 
He arrived back at the inn to find the innkeeper waiting for him, with a worried look on his face. 
"You're back," the man said, nervously. "Very good. There's a bit of a problem with your missus upstairs." 
"What's wrong?" Aaron asked the man, his hand flying to his sword. The innkeeper put his hand on Aaron's arm. 
"No, not that kind of problem," he said. "Just come." 
Aaron followed the man up the stairs and down the long wooden corridor to the back of the inn
where the room was situated. He tried to open the door but found that it was locked. 
"It's locked," Aaron told the innkeeper. The man pulled out his key. 
"This is my master key and it will not work. Your wife has blocked the door from the inside, with a dresser, I believe." 
"Katie?" Aaron called, using her false name. "It's me, Edward. Open up." 
"No!" Ariana's response was shrill but clear. "Go away!" 
"What's the problem?" Aaron asked through the door. 
"Like you don't know," she said, and her voice was like what Aaron imagined a dying cat might sound like. 
"I don't know," he told her. "Now open up!" Aaron pounded on the door then turned to the innkeeper. "What happened?" 
"I don't know," the man said with an expression of incredulity. "Just after you left, I had some hot water brought up and an early supper, since your wife said she was hungry. She also asked if we had
some basic things like soap, a brush and a mirror, so I sent those up as well. Everything seemed fine and then we heard a loud scream. It ws like someone was being murdered. I ran upstairs myself to see what
was the matter and heard a commotion in the room, but the door was blocked. I knocked and asked if your wife was okay and she told me to go away. After that, she cried a lot. I tried talking to her through the door, but she wouldn't say anything else. I have a business to run and the tavern will be getting busy soon, so I couldn't stay here all night." 
"It's okay. My wife, her sister died not too long ago and sometimes she gets emotional," Aaron lied. 
"I'm very sorry for the disturbance. Thank you for doing what you could." 
"Should I have some supper brought up for you as well?" 
"Yes, please," Aaron said, realizing how famished he was. 
The innkeeper retreated down the hallway, leaving Aaron standing by the closed door to the room. 
He knocked again. 
"Open the door," Aaron said again. 
He reached out with his power, searching for Ariana's thoughts, hoping that he could touch her mind
the way she had showed him. He found her thoughts, but they were closed to him, like a wall had been
drawn around them. He tried again, harder this time, and he felt the familiar pain in his neck and his
temples as he pushed, trying to get through. Finally, the pain was becoming too great for him and he had to stop. The effort left him reeling and Aaron was just about to sit down on the wooden floor of the hallway when he heard a deep scraping sound on the other side of the door. A few moments later the door opened. 
Aaron entered the room to find somewhat in disarray. The bath basin was still half-filled with
water, and from the dark, brackish look of it, Aaron figured that Ariana must have washed the whole
winter's worth of grime from her all in one go. The princess' clothes they had managed to salvage from the few trunks that had fallen clear of the burning wagon were strewn about the room and Aaron noticed
shards of glass on the floor. He bent over and picked up a piece and saw that it was not glass but pieces of a mirror. He looked around and saw that the blankets of the bed were bunched up in one area and he
could see that they were moving. Ariana was underneath them. 
"Ariana," he said, tentatively. "Are you okay?" 
"No," she replied, her voice muffled from beneath the covers. Aaron walked over to the small table that was set against the wall and put the bundle he was carrying on it, then he sat down at one of the
chairs. 
"What's wrong?" he asked. Ariana did not respond. Aaron waited until she finally spoke. 
"How can you ask what's wrong?" 
"What do you mean?" Aaron asked. He was not sure, and the broken mirror had been something of a clue, but he did not want to say the wrong thing. 
"How could you look at me?" she asked. "You didn't say anything about it." 
"What should I have said?" 
"Something," she replied, then pushed back the covers and sat up, looking at him through bleary, tear soaked eyes. "Anything! You could have said something! All that time, you never said a word, as though it was nothing!" 
"What should I have said?" Aaron asked. 
"I don't know," she said, then threw herself back against the pillow and began to cry. "I just don't know how you could have even looked at me." 
"What do you mean? You're beautiful," he told her. 
"I'm ugly," she said with a sob. "I'm hideous, deformed, ugly." 
As much as Aaron was inexperienced where women were concerned, he did not have even the
slightest idea about how to deal with a girl who was crying, especially when she was crying about
something like this. 
"That's ridiculous. It's just a scar and it doesn't look that bad." Aaron did his best to reassure her. 
He was surprised when the crying stopped. 
Ariana sat up and looked at him, her eyes piercing him angrily through the tears. She gestured at the
side of her face that bore long, ragged burn scars from the top of her cheekbone all the way to her jaw. 
"This doesn't look bad? This looks bad, Aaron. If you ever wanted to know what looks bad, this is
what it looks like!" 
Ariana threw herself back on the pillows again, grabbed one of them and covered her face with it, 
resuming her crying. Aaron picked up the bundle he had bought for her and walked over to the bed. 
"I got something for you," he said. Aaron put the bundle on the small table next to the bed and decided, since he only seemed to be making things worse, it might be best if he just let her cry. 
Aaron spend the next while using the large basin and the rest of the clean water, washing the months
of soot and grime off of himself. While they had melted snow in the cook pot every couple days to wash
with, he had to admit that it was nice to finally feel really clean. He checked on the princess, wondering if perhaps her mood had improved, but she had fallen asleep. Not feeling particularly tired, Aaron took the plate of food the innkeeper had sent up and brought it back downstairs to the common room where he sat
quietly at the bar, listening in on the various conversations, hoping to pick up some more information. 
A while later, Aaron headed back upstairs to the room and did his best not to disturb Ariana as he
slipped into bed. Despite his troubled thoughts from the things he had heard downstairs, he fell fast
asleep. He awoke to find Ariana pacing the room, dressed and wearing the new green riding cloak he had
purchased for her the day before. He also noticed that she had straightened up the room and repacked their belongings. 
“Good morning,” Ariana said as he rose from the bed. 
“Good morning,” he responded. “I see you've been busy.” 
Ariana glanced around the room and gave him a sheepish look. 
“Thank you for the new cloak, Aaron,” she said. 
“Do you like it? It isn't anything special but I thought it might look nice on you.” 
“It is very lovely, and practical as well.” Ariana especially liked the hood that she could pull up
over her head and hide most of her face. She pursed her lips for a moment then sighed. “Aaron, I
apologize for my behavior last night. It was not very ladylike and hardly befitting the rightful Queen of Maramyr, let alone a Crown Princess.” 
“It's okay. You were upset and for good reason. I am sorry I didn't say anything to you about...” 
“I'd rather not talk about it,” she said, cutting him off. “There is nothing I can do about it, so I'd
rather focus on the bigger problems, like how to regain my kingdom.” 
“That might prove a challenge,” Aaron said. "I spend some time in the tavern downstairs last night and learned a few things about what has been going on in Maramyr. It seems your uncle has offered a
reward to anyone who can bring him the heads of those who were involved in your supposed murder.” 
“He should take his own head,” Ariana said, bitterly. 
“They have already hung several people for wearing clothes that had Kandaran colors, and even
one woman. Apparently she was claiming to be you and saying that she had escaped her attackers.” 
Ariana pursed her lips, thinking for a moment. She was appalled that more people should die on her
account, or more precisely on account of her uncle's plot against her, but it seemed that her uncle had thought of everything. 
“So, just in case I somehow managed to survive, Cerric has made it all but impossible for me to
return, unless I return in force.” 
“It gets worse,” he told her. “In return for this crime against Maramyr, Cerric has declared war on
Kandara and has been mass recruiting new trainees for the army to ready for the attack. The groups of
soldiers we saw on our way here are but the first arrivals of a major movement of troops preparing to
move north through the mountain passes to Kandara. They plan to attack Kandara as soon as the roads are clear.” 
“What about Borrican?” Ariana asked, worried that her friend might fallen victim to reprisals. “He
was supposed to leave Maramyr just after we did.” 
“Cerric put a price on his head, claiming that he was the one behind the plot. He probably escaped
back to Kandara, since the reward is still being offered, but there is little news from north of the
mountains since the winter snows blocked most of the roads, except that some scouting parties have gone missing, which Cerric has publicly denounced as acts of aggression by Kandara.” 
“What?” Ariana was amazed at the nerve of her uncle. “So, my uncle builds up the army, all but
declares war on Kandara then sends armed forces into Kandara and when they turn up missing he calls it
an act of aggression. Who would believe such nonsense?” 
“Everyone,” Aaron told her. “From what I could tell, no one even questions it. The soldiers here
are on the way north to Rivergate and will attack through the main pass, but this is just a small contingent compared to the size of the main army Cerric has gathered. Another force from the Xallan army is also
marching direct up along the eastern range to the main Kandaran Pass. I also overheard one man mention
that Cerric has made an alliance with the Xallan Queen. It looks like it’s going to be an all out war.” 
Ariana’s face reddened with her temper. She was angry that her uncle would do these things. That
he tried to have her killed so he could take the throne for himself was bad enough, but forging an alliance with the Xallans and taking the kingdom to war was far worse. Maramyr had long been a peaceful land
and the treaties her parents had forged with the neighboring kingdoms were supposed to guarantee the
prosperity of all for many generations. Now, Cerric was destroying everything in some bid for even
greater power and he was not even a true king in the first place. 
“That bastard is going to pay for this. As far as I’m concerned, he is no longer my uncle! Oh, what I
wouldn’t give just to have him sitting here right now.” She paced more furiously than before. Aaron
noticed the candle flames heighten when she walked near them, glowing an angry orange. 
“Ariana,” he said in a gentle tone, hoping to calm her. “What do you want to do? We can’t go back
to Maramyr. We can try for Blue Island and ask the Priesthood to intervene, but from what I understand, they seem to be loyal to your uncle. And, with prices on people's heads and imposters being hung for
pretending to be you, it is dangerous for anyone to know who you are right now. It might not be safe even here. What if you’re recognized by Cerric’s men?” 
“Blue Island is out. I don't trust those priests. I didn't tell you this, but I never really intended to go there anyway. I met with Calthas just before we left and he told me there were rumors of other mages, 
independent of the priesthood. I had hoped to find them so I could be trained in magic and, so we could find a solution for the spell that is giving you such trouble.” Ariana paced back and forth, thinking for a moment. “I think we have to go south.” 
“South?” Aaron pictured a map in his mind of the various lands that lay southward. From where
they were now, it was a short ride up to Rivergate Keep, where the road split in various directions. One road ran west, leading to the coastal forests of the Western Sea, which was the way to Blue Island, long a refuge of mages but, according to Ariana, apparently under the control of the priesthood. To the north was Kandara, but there were bound to be countless soldiers and others loyal to Cerric already moving in that direction. The river, from which Rivergate Keep got its name, split into two forks at the keep. One part of the river dropped from a very high falls then flowed southwest into the Elven lands. The main branch of the river continued south from the keep, skirting part of the eastern reaches of Maramyr then spilling into the grassy plains and dry deserts where fearsome sword-wielding nomads called the Ansari were said to
live. The river ran mostly in a southward to the coast, creating a natural border between the lands of the Ansari and the mysterious forests of the Elves, a people from whom no one had heard in years. Given that Ariana's mother was Elven, he suspected that she intended to travel to the lands of the Elves. 
“Elvanar?” he asked. 
“Yes. I have family there,” Ariana said. “I don't know what kind of reception I might receive, 
considering that there were some difficulties between my mother and her family, but I am the rightful heir to the Maramyrian throne and we have treaties with the Elves, agreements that they will assist us in times of need, and I consider this to be a time of need.” 
They left Mountain Ridge hold that morning and decided to take trails again instead of the main road
in order to avoid the countless caravans of Maramyrian soldiers now making their way to Rivergate
Keep. Even so, Aaron and Ariana ran into a few patrols but Aaron kept his bow ready to make it look as
though he was hunting for their next meal. To anyone who saw them, they looked like regular mountain
folk. It was mid afternoon when they finally cleared a rise and Rivergate Keep appeared before them. 
Nestled high in the mountains among the dark green forests and the crags and cliffs of rock, there
was a kind of plateau through which a river had cut a path. It ran right through a large town that was very similar to the one they had just left, except that it was much larger. The inner city, with its stone buildings and heavily fortified construction was surrounded by a heavy stone wall and the buildings of the outer city were mostly wooden but were also bordered by a thick stone wall. From their vantage point, they could
see that the smoke rising from the many chimneys across the city, swirling in the air above from the ever-changing mountain winds. What made the view of Rivergate breathtaking were the two massive waterfalls
right in the center of the city, one of them falling from the mountains above, and another one falling from the edge of the city, down to the dark forests below the mountain plateau. They made their way down the trail and soon found themselves at the gates of the mountain city. 
As a result of sitting at something of a crossroads between various lands, Rivergate Keep had
become a center for trade and any number of strange travellers passed through its heavily fortified walls over the course of a day, bringing items and curiosities to sell or exchange for other goods. The guards gave Aaron and Ariana little more than a glance mostly, it seemed, to ensure they did not look or speak as though they were Kandaran. At first, the fact that Ariana's cloak was pulled over her head gave the guard cause to take a closer look, but when he glimpsed the angry-looking scar that ran the length of her cheek, he quickly understood why she hid herself. Aaron gave the man the same story he had given to the guards at Mountain Ridge Hold, along with the same fake names they had used, and they were admitted to
Rivergate without further question. 
The city was a place of industry, and workmen were busy building new structures and repairing
roofs and walls that had been damaged by the heavy winter snows. The streets were teeming noisily with

people and more than a few Maramyrian soldiers. An interesting part of the city's architecture was the
number of fountains that had been built into the streets. They were crowned by a large fountain in the main square of the town that shot a great spout of water up from a large stone urn and landed in a pool around it. Aaron was amazed that the builders of the city had been able to harness the power of the river in such a way and Ariana told him that Rivergate Keep had been built long before the Maramyrian kingdom even
existed. Aaron hoped to have a chance to take a closer look around the city once they had found a place to stay for the night. 
They had inquired at the city gate about lodgings and the guard had told him that with all the
soldiers arriving in preparation for the war and the commanders and captains staying in the city, most of the inns were almost full up but they might still be able to find rooms at a place called the Three Ducks. 
They tied their horses in front and entered the tall wooden building. 
Inside the main common room was a bar, fairly well lit but smoky, with a staircase at the back wall
and a door leading to the left into a small, enclosed yard. A woman stood behind the bar leaning on her elbows seeming to be reading something. As the pair entered the room and the door swung shut behind
them, she looked up. She was an older woman, and her squarish face matched her squarish body. She was
not pretty but the ruddiness in her features and a brightness in her eyes made her at once appear somewhat attractive, or at least extremely friendly. 
“Good day to you. Welcome to my humble establishment. The name’s Milli,” she said as she stood
up straighter. Aaron smiled back while Ariana glanced around the common room. “I suppose you’re
looking for a room then are you?” 
“Yes, do you have one?” Aaron asked. 
“Of course, but you’re just in time. We’re almost all full up. It's gettin' busy what with all these
soldiers about. But hey, what’s good for business is good for me.” She smiled. “Do you have horses?” 
Aaron told her they were out front, tied to the post. “Well, I’ll have one of the girls bring them around back. I’ll have to ask you for one night’s payment up front though, just one night, an' you can pay me every morning after that if you’re planning to stay longer. You two look like honest folk, not like some of these soldiers. I’m makin' them pay all in advance.” She squinted an eye then winked at them light heartedly. 
“Thank you very much,” Ariana said from beneath her hood as Aaron dug for a few coins. “Does
the tavern get busy at night?” She looked around the somewhat battered looking but clean common room. 
The woman laughed
“It does get a might rowdy, especially with the soldiers and all, but we manage to make them
behave,” she told her. Aaron passed Milli several coins, which the woman promptly deposited between
her cleavage and then took her pen to her log book. “Your names?” she asked. 
“I am Edward, and this is my wife, Katie. Glad to meet you Milli,” Aaron told her. Milli glanced at
their hands, neither of which had wedding rings on them. 
“Of course,” she said with a smile and she leaned forward to try to get a better look under Ariana's
hood, but Milli discretely pulled back when she saw her hand come up and pull the hood closer over her
face. It seemed as though the girl did not want anyone to look at her, which was not a rare thing in this particular establishment. “Well, that’s enough to keep you folks well an' good for the next couple days at least, depending on how much ‘your husband’ drinks, mind you,” she joked lightheartedly. Ariana
understood. 
“Oh, we won’t be a bother at all, neither of us.” She nudged Aaron in the ribs and he nodded
dumbly. 
“Good then. I run a very discreet business. Your privacy will be well respected here.” Ariana
smiled at the woman, understanding all too well what kind of establishment they had happened upon. 
Oblivious to such things, Aaron realized that he had not had a drink of ale since Maramyr. He had
acquired a taste for it while at the Academy. 
“Actually,” he said, “I think we could probably both use a decent meal and a jug of ale. Is the
kitchen open?” Milli smiled at him. 
“Yes, just about. I’ll show you your room and will send one of the girls to make sure it's up to
scratch. You can drop your things there and the stove should be warm by the time you get back down.” 
She pulled on a rope behind the bar and within moments a young, dark haired woman wearing a slightly
faded, blue satin dress came down the stairs. “Carly, can you show these nice young folks to the room at the end of the hall upstairs?” Milli turned and pushed open the door to the kitchen as Aaron and Ariana followed Carly. 
Carly led them down a long hall with a low ceiling. She was a pretty young woman, with a kind of
tired innocence about her expression. She smiled at them, which seemed to be an effort and when she
stifled a yawn, Aaron wondered when the girl had last slept. They reached the end of the hall and a door opened to a large room. Inside, was a very large bed with rich looking, red satin coverings. Off to the side was a sitting area with a table and several couches that were draped with patterned red satin to
match the bed. Set against the wall was a large fireplace sat in a stone hearth and there was also a
washbasin that looked big enough for three people. The walls were decorated with tapestries and framed
paintings, all of which involved women who were unclothed or in various states of undress. Aaron felt
his face turning red at the pictures and he stared at the floor, feeling a little embarassed. 
“I hope everything is to your satisfaction,” Carly said, her voice thin and quiet, but with a breathy
richness to it that Aaron found distracting. “Let us know if you wish to bathe and we can have some water brought up. If you need anything else, my room is the first on the left.” She gave both Aaron and Ariana a suggestive glance and pointed back toward the hall in the direction of her room. Ariana thanked her and Carly left, closing the door behind her. Ariana glared at Aaron, though she was not sure whether to laugh or be completely appalled. 
“Do you know what this place is?” she asked, almost accusingly. Aaron was taken aback. 
“It's an inn?” Aaron said, even though he now had a pretty good idea that a lot more than eating, 
drinking and sleeping went on here. 
“Things sometimes get noisy," Ariana muttered, intoning what Milli had sai. "I’ll bet! One of the girls...this is quite the establishment.” 
“Well, look at it this way," Aaron said with a shrug. "Anyone important, who could possibly
recognise us, or you for that matter, wouldn’t come here then, right?” Ariana rolled her eyes. 
“Aaron,” she shook her head and then sat down on the edge of the bed. “You have so much to
learn.” She smiled tiredly and tilted her head back. “Oh, my!” she exclaimed. 
Aaron looked up. Set into the ceiling above the bed was a large mirror. Ariana giggled, putting her
hand to her mouth. Aaron looked at her, confused for a moment, then he understood the purpose of the
mirror and he could not help but crack a grin. Ariana lay back on the bed and stared in the mirror, 
frowning when the hood of her cloak fell away from her face and she saw her scars staring back at her. 
Aaron sat down on the bed next to her and reclined against the large cushions and pillows then he looked up at the mirror and realized just how different they looked from the royal princes and proud new captain who had left the crown city of Maramyr what seemed like a lifetime ago. 
They both closed their eyes and Aaron could feel the tug of Ariana's power at his mind. He reached
out with his own and they shared their thoughts and emotions for the first time since they had left their winter refuge. Aaron could tell that the princess had changed since the day before last when she had seen the scar on her face, but he did not realize just how deeply it had affected her. Now that he could sense her feelings directly, he could tell how much her confidence had been shaken. It was as though all the
things that had happened over these past months had all piled together and this last thing was what had finally gotten to her. Even though Aaron could tell that she had already decided that the scar on her cheek was far less important than the problems she faced, it was a painful reminder of how daunting things had become. He did his best to send her feelings of encouragement and warmth, hoping she might feel better. 
Aaron opened his eyes and realized that he had fallen asleep. The room was dark, the daylight
having fled the windows and he felt around the bed for Ariana but she was gone. Aaron pushed himself to his feet and was about to venture toward the door when he heard a noise in the darkness. A splash. He
focused his mind, drawing upon his power, and even though it was a little painful to do, he saw his vision shift and he was able to see easily. He looked over and saw Ariana sitting naked in the large bath basin. 
He also noticed a kind of sweet, flowery smell wafting in the air. Ariana turned her head and saw him
standing, staring at her and Aaron all of a sudden felt very embarassed. It had been one thing when they were stranded in the mountains, but now that they had returned to civilization, Aaron was reminded that Ariana was the Crown Princess of Maramyr and that it would be inappropriate for him to see her any
other way. He let go of his power so he would not see her. 
“Aaron,” she said. “Good, you’re awake. I think we slept for a while. Could you please ask Milli to
send me some towel cloths. You go down and eat. I will join you in a little while.” Aaron nodded, 
knowing that she could see him perfectly well with her own power. 
“Oh, before you go,” Ariana said. “Do you like the scent of these bathing oils?” 
“They smell nice,” Aaron told her, not knowing what else to say. He knew that women liked to
make themselves smell like flowers. He had nearly had a sneezing fit once when he and Borrican had
accidentally ventured into a perfumery during one of their jaunts around the city of Maramyr and he was amazed at how many different scents could be purchased at such a place. While he preferred the smell of leather and steel, or the fresh smell of evergreen forests, he supposed that something about the scent of sweet flowers was appealing. 
“I think so too,” Ariana commented. “People can say what they want about these women who work
in such places, but they certainly know a few things about perfume.” 
With a nod, Aaron headed out the door toward the common room. 
On his way down, Aaron dodged a man who was lurching drunkenly up the stairs with a woman on
his arm, one of the girls, he guessed. The heavy smell of pipe smoke hung in the air in the large room, which was now lit by a fire at the hearth and many oil lamps placed throughout the room. A minstrel was playing an obscure tune in the corner and the room was full of soldiers who Aaron gaged to be
Maramyrian footmen. Scanning the room, he looked for anyone of rank but could only see common
soldiers, many with girls on their arms, all of whom were dressed in different yet alluring outfits, some scanty and others quite elaborate. Aaron worried that someone might recognize him, but figured that only the captains from the Academy would really know what he looked like, so hopefully he would be safe so
long as he did not draw attention to himself. Still, he pulled the hood of his cloak over his head and took a seat at the bar. Milli greeted him, smiling. 
“Young Edward, you two sure took your time getting ready, but I think we still have some hot food
in the kitchen. I suppose you're hungry now, after working up an appetite.” Aaron caught the slight teasing and his face blushed crimson. 
“Yes, thank you. My wife, she needs a towel for the bath. I can take it up for her.” 
“No, no,” Milli insisted as she poured a mug of ale. “One of the girls will bring it up. You just sit
and relax. I’ve got you here now and you look like one of those silly young men who thinks he can go all night without a bite to eat.” She winked at him, put the frothing mug before him and retreated into the kitchen. Aaron shook his head and looked into his beer then took a very large gulp of the light amber
liquid, which had a stronger taste than ales he had tried before. 
A few moments later, Milli returned with a plate of meat stew. Aaron thanked her and attacked it
hungrily. The stew was as good as the beer and the bread that came with it tasted fresh, as though it had just been baked. He had hardly expected the fare to be as good in such a place. All around the room, men played cards or joked drunkenly with the girls of the house. The drinks flowed freely and the din
continued to grow louder as Aaron worked his way through the plate of food. Milli disappeared again and while she was gone Carly appeared from upstairs. She took a seat next to Aaron at the bar. 
“Edward,” she said. Aaron looked up, swallowing a mouthful. “Katie asked me to tell you that
she'll be eating upstairs and that you shouldn’t rush your meal. I told her she probably didn't want to come down while all the soldiers were here. They can get, you know, a little out of hand sometimes.” Aaron did not understand at first. 
“Oh,” he said, choking on a piece of bread when he imagined the soldiers mistaking Ariana for one
of Milli's girls. “Right, that's probably a good idea.” 
“Tonight is my night off and your wife invited me to visit with her," Carly told him. "She says you two have been travelling a long time. I will make sure she is well taken care of and you can come up
whenever you like. Okay?” 
Aaron nodded and smiled. It had been a while since Ariana had been able to talk to anyone other
than himself, let alone another woman. 
“Thank you,” he said. “I think she will appreciate the company.” Carly smiled and returned
upstairs. Aaron dug back into his plate of food. 
Aaron finished his meal and was sipping at the last few mouthfuls of his ale when the door to the
bar swung open with a crash. He glanced to the door and swallowed hard. He recognised one of the men
who came into the tavern with a gust of cool night air. He had reddish hair and a tiny nick of a scar on the left side of his jaw. It was one of the guards who had attacked them on the road from Maramyr. Aaron
looked at his own reflection in a mirror on the wall behind the bar. The growth on his face was thicker now and he hoped it would be enough that the man would not recognise him. He looked back into his mug
and kept his head down as he heard the man and his companions stumble toward the bar, straight toward
where he was sitting. 
Milli appeared from the kitchens and greeted them as she had every other patron. She bid them all
welcome, but since all the tables in the room were full for the time being, they sat themselves at the bar. 
Aaron groaned inwardly, thinking that perhaps it was time for him to make an exit. He was just about to get up when one of the men laughed and yelled uproariously and made a grab for one of the girls as she
walked by. Aaron noticed Milli behind the bar. Her expression had turned from jovial to nervous and, 
trying to distract the men, she offered them ale. 
“You e’spect us to drink that piss?” one of them asked with a harsh, drunken laugh. “We ain’t here
for drinkin', whore. Got enough o’that done already!” 
“We’re lookin for a good time. How 'bout you missy!” said another, reaching for one of the girls
who was busy serving drinks to a nearby table. His hand caught her skirt and he yanked her around, 
sending her tray flying. Drinks clattered onto one of the tables, splashing several of the patrons. A man at the table rose to his feet, angrily shaking off his wet hands and wiping the beer off his face. Milli raised her voice. 
“Please sir,” she called to the man. “One of the girls will see that gets cleaned up, on the house,” 
she looked at him sternly then winked.” His face still red, the man sat back down and, like clockwork, one of the girls located herself on his knee and began dabbing at him with a cloth. Milli turned to the rowdy bunch at the bar. 
“You gentlemen got to behave in my place. You could at least do your drinking here if you’re going
to bust up the place,” she tried to joke. 
“Like we said, we done our drinkin' already.” The soldier with the scar pounded his fist on the bar. 
Milli squinted an eye at him. 
“Well, we’ve got a first come first serve policy here, and all the girls are busy at the moment, so
you boys better order somethin' in the meantime. It won’t be too long.” Already, one of the girls had
paired off with a black haired soldier at the far end of the bar. Aaron was about to get up when the man closest to him leaned in and breathed in Aaron's face. 
“Recommend a good whore?” he asked. The soldier’s breath reeked of drink far more potent than
ale. Aaron shrugged and put on his best hill country accent and pretended to be drunk. 
“Beats me, I jes' come fer the food,” he slurred quickly, trying to change his voice. He hoped the
other soldier would not recognise him. Milli glanced over at him. “I know them's is nice girls though, 
them sure is pretty isn’t they?” Milli smiled. 
“Pretty don’t matter much,” he said with a lecherous laugh. Aaron shot Milli a pleading glance. 
“I’m not much for lookin' anyway. I just want me a girl who'll do whatever I want, no matter what I want.” 
“Everything here is top quality gentlemen, the food, the drinkin' and certainly the company,” Milli
piped up from behind the bar. Aaron smiled and nodded his agreement and chose that moment to get up
and leave but as he made his way toward the staircase, in another mirror on the wall, he caught the
reflection of the traitorous soldier watching his retreat with far too much interest. Aaron swore to himself and made his way up the stairs and back to the room. 
When he opened the door, he found Ariana sitting with Carly on one of the couches in the room. 
They were drinking wine and both looked up and smiled when he came in. 
“Edward!” Ariana exclaimed. “I was just telling Carly about the old days on my father’s farm near
Maramyr.” She returned her attention to Carly. “Edward was a smith’s apprentice then, almost in the
Guild. So big and strong, and talented too, but we didn’t have the extra money for him to join and with the war, my father lost the farm, so we came west. I do hope there’s work for him. Rivergate does seem very busy.” 
“It’s the war,” Carly told her. Aaron stood, listening impatiently. “So many people passing through
these days, needing supplies and everything else. Rivergate is busier than ever, and we hardly send
anything down the river for goods anymore. Don’t need to, King Cerric’s buying up everything here for
his army.” Aaron cleared his throat. 
“Katie, do you remember those workers your uncle sent, the ones who worked on your father’s
farm?” Ariana looked up at him. "The ones who wrecked that wagon just before the snows fell?" Aaron hoped she got the hint. 
“Yes. What about them?” 
“Well, I just bumped into one of them downstairs; the red-haired fellow, the one that got fired for
stealing.” 
“Oh,” Ariana said and she dropped her glass on the sofa. The last trickle of wine spilled out, 
staining the dark fabric. “Oh, goodness!” She looked at Carly. “I am so sorry.” Carly laughed and
shrugged. 
“Its okay, red material, red wine. The color was chosen for such reasons. Did you want to visit your
friend downstairs?” she asked. Ariana’s eyes widened at the idea. 
“Oh, goodness no! That man caused a lot of trouble for us. I'd rather not see him at all.” Aaron
shook his head in agreement. Carly nodded slowly, deciding not to inquire any further, but she could tell the two guests were nervous. They were all startled when the door burst open. It was Milli. 
“Edward,” she hissed. “One of those soldiers downstairs says he knows you. You wouldn’t be in
any kind of trouble would you? Keeps askin' about a girl, if you came with a girl.” She looked at Ariana. 
“Look, I’m proud of this place and we keep good secrets, but this is gettin' out of hand. That man keeps tryin' to come up here. I told him you was busy but he’s a fair might determined 'an says he’s gonna get his commander. Do you want to deal with him? Might be back soon.” Ariana exchanged worried glances with
Aaron and Milli’s eyes darted between them. “I didn'a think so,” she said. Ariana looked the older
woman in the eye. 
“They can’t know I’m here,” Ariana said, her tone serious. Milli scratched her head for a second
then smiled with a wink. She tossed a coin to Ariana who caught it. Ariana looked at the coin in her hand. 
It was a Maramyrian crown and it had her face imprinted in the soft gold. 
“I spent some years in Maramyr, your highness. Even caught a glimpse of you at Harvestfest. You’re
thinner now and you got yourself banged up a bit, but I never forget a face.” She paused for a moment, 
thinking, then she turned to Aaron. “I recognize you too. They're handing around a picture of your likeness, along with pictures of a few others they say was in it for the princess' murder. Since you're both standing right here, and the princess doesn'a look afraid of you, I'm thinkin' there's some lyin' goin' on.” The sound of shouting came from downstairs and Milli glanced toward the door. “First is first, your highness will come with me now, and we’ll see if we can get you out of this mess.” 
“I can sneak her out the usual way,” Milli said, thinking aloud, then she scratched her head as she
looked at Aaron. “He’s gonna be a bigger problem. That soldier already seen him an' thinks he recognizes him.” 
“The princess's safety is more important,” Aaron said. “If you can get her out of here, then please
do it. I can fight my way out if I have to.” 
“I'd rather not have fightin' in my place,” Milli said. “Maybe there's a way we can make that man
think he made a mistake.” Milli turned to Carly who was still dumbstruck at discovering she had been
sitting and drinking wine with the princess of Maramyr all this time. “Carly, you think you can convince them he’s one of your regulars? You know, make like you're busy.” Carly gathered her wits, looked at
Aaron then smiled. 
“Of course, Milli. It’ll be a pleasure.” 
“Good, we'll take your things and I'll see about getting your horses as well,” Milli told them. Aaron
looked at Ariana and he felt her power reach out to him briefly. 
“Don't worry,” he said. “Get out of Rivergate and I will catch up with you.” Aaron sent a reassuring
thought to her through the link of their power. Ariana held his gaze for a moment, then turned to Milli. 
“Okay,” she said. “How do we get out of here?” 
“Come with me,” Milli said. 
Ariana picked up both hers and Aaron's packs and Milli led her over to the stone hearth at the back
of the room. She pushed what looked like a heavy stone block but it slid freely away, revealing a very
small passage, barely big enough for a person to fit through. 
“In you go, feet first, your highness. Crawl backwards a ways and you'll find a hole that drops down
to the cellar. Don't fall down. Use the ladder,” Milli instructed. Ariana crawled inside and Milli shoved the packs in after her, then she closed the passage. 
“This room here's reserved for important personages,” Milli explained as she headed over to the
door. “Sometimes we have to sneak them out when their wives or husbands come looking for them. That's
why I stuck the two of you here, jus' in case something like this might happen.” 
“So, you knew,” Aaron said. 
“The moment I laid eyes on you,” Milli told him. “An' when this is all over, you're gonna' explain to
me how the princess got that mark on her face. Not much of a protector, are ya?” 
Milli left the room before Aaron could say anything else. The door closed and Carly pulled a heavy
chain into place, securing it. Milli’s voice could be heard yelling as she made her way down the hall. 
Aaron stood in the middle of the room, dumbfounded. Carly smiled at Aaron and began to unlace her
bodice. 
“Well, time to play the part. Maybe they’ll go away if they think you’re a regular. You'd better get
in the bed,” she told him. 
Aaron was dumbfounded and glanced at the window, realizing it was too small for him to fit
through. There was no way out. The voices outside were growing louder now and there was some
commotion in the hallway outside. Carly pulled back the covers then pushed Aaron onto the bed. He
pulled his swords from his belt and put them on the bed, hidden by the satin sheets before laying down on his back. 
“So that was the princess, there?” Carly asked as she climbed atop him and. Aaron nodded as Carly
pulled loose her skirts and let her bodice fall to the bed. He tried not to stare when she removed her top, baring her breasts at him. 
“Yes,” was all he could manage to say, completely distracted by the girl's lack of modesty. Aaron
did his best to ignore what Carly was doing and focused on the situation at hand, making sure he had a
hand near his swords. There was a clatter outside the door and a heavy knock sounded on the wood. Carly rolled her eyes and smiled impishly. 
“I’m entertaining here,” she called out, adding a moan. “There’s plenty of other girls, unless you
want to wait for me. I can meet you a little later,” she added. 
“Open up, we know you’ve got him in there!” The door crashed and opened a crack, held now only
by the chain. Carly could see the soldier staring at them through the crack. She shook her finger at Aaron and started grinding herself against him, making sure it looked convincing for the would-be intruder. 
“Eddie, are you in trouble with the town guard again?” she asked Aaron, her voice loud enough to
be heard by the man at the door. 
“I said open up!” the man yelled. “I’m about the King’s business.” The chain rattled as the soldier
shook the door. 
“The King can wait his turn!” Carly shouted over her shoulder and turned to Aaron, shaking her
head. The soldier continued rattling the door and Carly put her hand on Aaron's chest. “He’s none too
happy. What did you do? Kidnap the princess?” 
“Something like that,” Aaron said. 
“She didn’t seem very kidnapped. People said she was dead too, but she looked alive to me.” 
“That soldier at the door is one of the men who tried to kill her,” Aaron told her and a fearful
expression crossed her face. 
“You'll protect me though, like you protected the princess?” 
“Yes,” Aaron said. “I'll do my best.” 
“Good,” Carly said with a smile, then she glanced over at the door. The pounding and rattling had
stopped. “Do you think he's given up?” 
“One can hope,” Aaron said, though he was doubtful. “I don't think he believed this little show.” 
Aaron could hear other voices talking outside the door. Aaron closed his eyes and, with his power, 
he caught a glimpse of the hallway. His eyes snapped open as he saw what the soldiers were doing. The
door swung inward, slamming against the wall as a group of soldiers threw their weight against it, ripping the chain from its latch. Four soldiers that had fallen into the room when the door swung open scrambled to their feet as the man with the red hair entered with his sword drawn. Carly got up from the bed and
started walking toward him. 
“Wait," Aaron said, leaping from the bed after her. 
“What do you think you’re doing, breaking down the door? Can’t you see I'm a might busy?” 
“Out of my way, whore,” the man growled and swung his sword at her. Aaron moved in front of
Carly and blocked the man's sword with one of his blades, then he pulled the girl behind him as three
more soldiers entered the room, swords drawn. 
“I knew I recognised you,” the man said, stepping back. I was pretty sure before and I never forget a
face. You won’t leave here alive.” 
Aaron glanced over at Carly. 
“Get on the other side of the bed and stay there,” he told her then he turned his attention back to the man and the other soldiers. “I think your friends here might feel different if they knew you were the one who tried to kill Princess Ariana.” 
“Lies,” the man hissed. “You're the murderer. I saw it with my own eyes.” 
Aaron noticed that the man wore the markings of a captain on his sleeve. 
“I see Cerric promoted you to Captain,” Aaron said. “I bet he paid you a lot of gold to kill his niece
just so he could be king.” 
“Liar!” the man yelled and rushed at him. 
In one quick move, Aaron's blade sliced into the man's side, opening a deep gash that the both knew
was fatal. The man's sword clattered to the floor and blood flowed from the wound, pooling at his feet as he fell, shocked at how quickly his life was ended. The other soldiers hesitated for a moment then rushed forward, all of them attacking at once. Aaron blocked and parried, fighting as quickly and efficiently as he could in such a tight space. Thankfully, the close quarters also mean the soldiers were having a difficult time and Aaron was able to drive them back toward the door. He did his best not to injure them too badly since, unlike the man who now lay dead on the floor, they had nothing to do with the attack on Ariana. 
They were just following orders, trying to arrest a fugitive, and he could not blame them for doing their duty. Still, if they persisted, they might regretfully meet the same fate as their treacherous captain. 
At the far end of the dark passage, Ariana climbed down a wooden ladder, carrying both hers and
Aaron's packs slung over her shoulders. From inside the passageway, she could hear yelling and the
pounding of booted feet along the heavy wooden hallway and she hoped Aaron would be all right. The
ladder deposited her in a small wooden room with a trap door and she pulled a latch and opened it, 
finding that it dropped down into a kind of root cellar. She tossed the packs to the hard dirt floor, then eased herself through the opening and made the short jump into the cellar below. 
In the main room of the inn, Milli was just about to head for the kitchens and make her way down to
the cellar where she knew Ariana would be waiting when another group of soldiers entered, led by a man
who was much better dressed than the rest of them and looked to be some kind of commander. He was
also accompanied by one of the black-robed mages, who Milli thought looked like a detestable sort, his
sharp features protruding from beneath the cowl of his robes and a dark scowl on his face. 
“Who's in charge here?” asked the commander, glancing around the room at the various patrons. 
Most of the people in the establishment were soldiers and they immediately stood and snapped to
attention. Milli realized that whoever the man was, he was obviously a commander of some kind. One of
the soldiers said something to the man and pointed to Milli. 
“This is my place,” Milli said, saving him the trouble of asking again. “What can I do for you?” 
“My men reported that there is a fugitive here. His name is Aaron Coromay and he is wanted for
treason. Where might I find this man?” 
One of the soldiers who had followed the red haired man came down the stairs. Milli could see that
he had blood on his clothes and was breathing heavily. He said something to the commander and they both turned away from Milli and made for the staircase. 
“Sir, many of your men visit my establishment but there’s got to be some rules,” Milli called after
him. “They can't just go breaking down doors whenever they darned well please.” 
The man glanced over at her and the dark expression on his face told her it would be wiser not to
say anything further. Milli scowled after him then retreated behind the bar. The mage-priest said
something to the commander then walked over to Milli, pulled up a stool at the bar and sat down. 
“I think I will have a drink while I wait,” said the black-robed mage, pushing back his hood to
reveal his sneering face that Milli had already took to disliking. “Something strong.” 
Milli pulled out a bottle of spirits and a small glass from the shelf behind the bar and placed it on
the bar in front of the man. She did not care much for the members of the priesthood, but given how
powerful she knew the mages were and closely allied with King Cerric they had become of late she was
not about to deny the man a drink. Her thoughts wandered to the princess, whom she hoped was safely
down the ladder to the cellar. Milli wanted to go to her, to show her the secret way out of the inn, but she could not risk it yet, not with so many soldiers about and the mage sitting at her bar, staring directly at her. 
Dakar uncorked the bottle and poured some of the clear liquor into the glass the woman had given
him. He shook his head, amused that fate would have led him to this place, and surprised at what he had just learned by using his power to listen in on the thoughts of the innkeeper. He took a sip of the strong liquor and considered what might be the best course of action. The fact that the princess was alive was a problem that would have to be solved quickly, before more people learned of it. However, he would have
to be careful how he went about things in order not to draw attention to her. As powerful a mage as he
was, he knew from his own observations during his time at Maramyr that, despite being untrained, Ariana was naturally gifted with mage power and she would likely put up a fight. From the information he had
gleaned from the innkeeper, he had also learned about the secret passage from which the princess was
supposed to escape and her thoughts had already told him where it led. 
Dakar finished his drink and tossed a coin on the bar then he walked out past the soldiers who were
ready to back up their commander in capturing the fugitive named Aaron. He thought about helping them
deal with the young man first but, considering the only way Aaron could prove his innocence would be to prove that Ariana was alive, he decided it would be more effective to simply remove her from the
equation as quickly and as quietly as possible. The soldiers guarding the door to the inn stood aside as Dakar pushed it open and walked out into the night. 
Upstairs, in the room, Aaron was pacing. The soldiers had retreated from the room, but they stood
their ground just outside the doorway, blocking his exit. Carly watched Aaron as he strode back and forth across the floor, fascinated by how fluid his movements were and watching the muscles in his arms and
shoulders tense and flex as carried the two swords in his hands. 
She wondered who he was, this troubled young warrior who traveled with a princess and who was
clearly a very skilled swordsman. Carly had seen men fight before, but she had never seen steel move so expertly as it had in Aaron's hands. She smiled inwardly, imagining for a moment how, under different
circumstances, she would have enjoyed spending some quality time with him rather than just putting on a show. The princess was a lucky woman to have such a man in her company, Carly decided. 
“Aaron Coromay,” a man’s voice called from the hallway as the soldiers retreated from view. 
Aaron glanced over at Carly and motioned for her to stay put in the corner of the room on the other side of the bed. “It is Captain-General Nathas of Maramyr. I am entering this room as an agent of the Crown.” 
Aaron took a step back, his swords ready, surprised that Nathas was here in Rivergate though he
realized it would not be unexpected that the Senior Captain would be somehow involved in the command
of the army. As much the thought of seeing the man gladdened him it worried him as well. If Nathas
believed the stories that were being told all over Maramyr, Aaron had little chance of escaping this room. 
If he only faced the soldiers, he could probably fight his way out of the inn and might have a chance to escape, but not with someone of Nathas' skill blocking the way. Nathas walked through the doorway
slowly, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. He glanced over at Carly suspiciously then focused his attention on Aaron. 
“I see, lad,” he said. “Enjoying yourself with some ladies. You never struck me as the type to take
up such amusement, but I guess I was wrong about you. So, tell me, what are you planning to do now?” 
“Fight my way out of here.” Aaron told him. 
“Good luck, my boy. There are at least thirty soldiers down there and hundreds more in the streets. 
You could probably make it through some, but how long before you tire? Besides, you'll have to go
through me if you want to get out of here. I know how good you are with a blade, but it won't be easy.” 
“I'd rather not fight you, Nathas,” Aaron said. "Everything that happened His former instructor let out a deep sigh. 
“What happened up there, Aaron? They said you and the Kandarans turned on us and murdered the
Princess. I couldn't believe you would do such a thing.” He shook his head and took a step toward him, 
and Aaron noticed Nathas' hand shifting on the hilt of his sword, ready to draw. 
“Lies, Nathas. The princess is alive.” Aaron told him, keeping his voice down and hoping the
soldiers in the hall would not hear. 
“What?” Nathas said, clearly surprised, but still suspicious. “Why should I believe you?” 
“It’s true. I've seen her. She's here in Rivergate,” Carly said, nodding her head. 
Nathas frowned. 
“What’s going on?” he said, lowering his voice. Aaron lowered his sword and glanced at the door. 
Nathas looked over to the door and yelled loudly for the soldiers’ benefit. “You better talk fast boy! I’ve a mind to kill you right where you stand!” His voice dropped to a whisper so the soldiers outside the
room would not hear him. “I’m taking a chance here, now explain yourself.” 
“Princess Ariana is alive,” Aaron told him, keeping his voice low. 
“So, what about the reports? Everything we heard?” Nathas was confounded. He had been very
angry to hear of the princess' murder and vowed to see justice served on whomever had a hand in that foul deed. 
“All lies,” Aaron said. "The soldiers, our own soldiers, attacked us. Most of the men in Ariana's
guard were hand picked by Cerric, and that man lying dead on the floor right there was one of them, 
Cerric’s man.” 
“Everyone is Cerric’s man now,” Nathas told him. 
“So it seems,” Aaron said. “Can't we just tell people? Wouldn't they believe you, if you told them
the princess was alive and that Cerric was the one who tried to have her killed?” 
“And Rivergate is filled with soldiers, all of whom have sworn loyalty to Cerric, and many of them
report back to him directly, not to mention the blasted black robes stick their noses into everything. Things have changed, Aaron. It is getting very difficult to know who to trust.” 
“Do you trust me?” 
“I would like to,” Nathas said. 
“Then help me get me out of here.” 
Nathas thought for a moment. 
“Do you think you could fight me to the center of town?” he asked. 
“A duel?” 
“It's about the only way I can think of. And you'd better not be faking it like I hear that you were
with this girl. I'm not going to hang my reputation on this. You come out swinging and I'll let you through, but it's got to look real.” 
“I'll fight you, if that's what you want,” Aaron told him. 
“Good. The far side of the town square overlooks the waterfall that drops down to the forest at the
base of the mountain. It's a long way down, but the water is deepest in the center.” It took Aaron a second before he understood what Nathas was talking about. 
“What about the girl?” Aaron asked. 
“She should leave, now.” 
Carly looked at Aaron. 
“Go,” he told her. “If you can, get word to the princess and tell her to keep to the plan to go south
and we will find each other on the road.” 
Carly quickly gathered her things, pulled her blouse closed then exited the room. 
”Let the woman pass,” Nathas called out to his men in the hallway. When they were sure the girl
had made it safely away, Nathas drew his sword, leveling it at Aaron. “Are you ready?” 
Aaron nodded, slid one of his swords back in its scabbard and raised the other one, giving Nathas
the nod to begin. 


*****
In the darkened root cellar, Ariana heard the sound of a latch as someone opened the door. She held
out her dagger, hoping it was not the soldiers. In the dim light that flooded into the room, she saw Carly's face appear. 
“Good, you're safe,” she said, closing the door behind her. “Come with me. We’ve got to get you
out of here and out of Rivergate. Milli's going to keep them busy upstairs, but we should hurry.” 
“What about Aaron?” Ariana asked. 
“He's going to fight a duel with man named Nathas. He said he was a General or something like
that.” 
Ariana knew Nathas. He had been Aaron's instructor and Senior Captain at the Academy. He was
also the man with whom she had arranged Aaron's appointment to be the captain of her own guard when
she left Maramyr. Nathas was also a very gifted fighter and now she was more worried about Aaron than
ever. 
“Don't worry,” Carly told her. “That Nathas fellow, he and Aaron seemed to be friends. I think
they're planning a way for him to escape. Aaron said he would meet you on the road south. Let's go.” 
Carly pushed on one of the wooden shelves at the back of the room. There was a click and the entire
shelf swung freely into the wall, revealing a dark passage. In the darkness, Ariana could see Carly pull out a flint and a torch. 
“Let me do that,” Ariana said, and she reached for her power and the torch flared to life, its orange
flames lighting the passage. 
“How did you do that?” Carly asked. Ariana smiled. “I never heard you were a mage.” 
“I'm not, really,” Ariana told her. “I'm learning to do a few things though.” 
Ariana entered the dark passage and Carly slid the shelf back into place behind them. Carly grasped
Ariana by the hand and she led her down a stone staircase. As they descended, the staircase met up with numerous other passages and Ariana realized that there must be some kind of network of tunnels beneath
Rivergate. She was surprised she had never heard about it, but figured it was exactly the sort of thing that people who might engage in activities that were not quite legal would not want the authorities to know
about. She wondered about this girl, Carly, who worked in a place like Milli's and knew her way through the underground passages beneath the city and she realized that Carly had probably lived a life that was far different from her own. 


*****
Far above, back at the inn, the two men crashed out of the room and struggled their way down the
hall. Blades whirled and met. Aaron, dove and rolled down the hall. Nathas chased him as he ran down
the staircase. Aaron didn’t even stop to look back as he ran toward the stairs, headed straight for the group of soldiers who were waiting below with their swords drawn. 
“He's mine!” bellowed Nathas as he leapt after him. Most of the soldiers heard the order of the
Captain-General and they parted to make room for Aaron and Nathas as they bounded down the steps to
the common room floor. Aaron noticed two guards blocking the way to the door of the inn and he ran at
them, his sword raised as though he was going to attack. The two men instinctively raised their swords, but Aaron dropped low and slid between them then hopped to his feet and slammed into the door. 
The latch of the heavy wooden door gave way and Aaron tumbled through the doorway and hit the
ground outside with a thud. His left shoulder shot through with pain as he scrambled to his feet. Nathas rushed through the guards who followed as he chased Aaron up the road. His feet pounded the dirt as he
made his way toward the main square. He glanced over his shoulder and could see Nathas and several
dozen soldiers running after him. 
The pain in his shoulder made him wince with every footstep, but he moved as fast as he could and
outpaced his pursuers. He ran out into the main square of the city and past the fountain at its center then skidded to a halt near the high wooden rail that overlooked a sheer drop. Aaron looked over and could
see the waterfall that fell from the sheer cliff below him, dropping down what seemed to be an impossible distance to a thick green forest below. A strong wind blasted upwards when he peered out over the edge. 
From this vantage point, he could see that the waterfall poured into a small river that wound its way
through the trees, but it was dwarfed by the other river that ran past the city gate and made its way down a much less steep incline to a much larger river that ran to the southeast. He was amazed that he could see such a great distance from this lookout and how clearly defined the land was from where he stood. On the east side of the great river the land was flat and grassy, while on the west side, the land was dark green with a thick canopy of dense forest. As awestruck as he was, Aaron knew he had little time to enjoy the view. 
He quickly chopped at several of the wooden joints on the railing, his sharp blade cutting through
the leather ties that reinforced the two pieces. He kicked at the weakened part of the rail, cracking the strong wood and splinters were whisked over the edge by a gust of wind from below. He hoped he had
damaged it enough so it would break the rest of the way if it were hit again. Aaron turned as he heard the booted feet of Nathas and the other soldiers arrive the place where he stood. 
“You’ve got nowhere to go!” Nathas yelled as he slowed from his run and calmly walked toward
where Aaron stood. The soldiers with him began to advance as well but Nathas motioned them back. 
“I will settle this,” he told them and slowly stepped closer, his sword raised, ready to attack. 
Steel clashed in the night air and a small crowd began to gather in the square. Nathas’ blade became
a blur and it was all Aaron could do to counter it. He blocked and parried, throwing a few attacks but he allowed himself pushed back toward the rail. To make the fight seem more real, Aaron stepped up the
pace, pushing Nathas back, but neither of them put much force behind their strikes. Aaron's left shoulder felt like it was in an awkward position after he had jarred it when he crashed out of the inn and Aaron knew that if they were fighting for real, he would be at a real disadvantage. 
Nathas came at him with a fast and powerful attack and pain shot through Aaron's shoulder, making
it harder for him to defend. Even Nathas' mock attacks were dangerous and Aaron feinted to the side and ducked around the Senior Captain, putting the man's back to the railing, which was exactly the opposite of what they had planned. Aaron gritted his teeth and went on the attack, pushing Nathas toward the edge, but leaving openings for the man to use so he could get out of the way and trade places with him but Aaron
was frustrated that Nathas was not taking advantage of the obvious feints Aaron was making. A flurry of steel flashed in the night and Aaron was about to step into a further assault when he felt another sharp pain in his left shoulder. He fell to one knee, barely able to keep his sword up to deflect an overhand swing by Nathas. Aaron looked at his left shoulder and could see a crossbow bolt sticking from it. He saw one of the soldiers begin to reload his crossbow and knew they were going to have to end this fight quickly. At least the man had shot him in the shoulder that was already mostly useless. 
Nathas glared at the soldier for having intervened a fight he had commanded his men to stay out of, 
but he also realized that some of the soldiers, who had only recently gathered, might not have heard his order not to intervene and, from their perspective, it might look like Aaron was gaining the upper hand. 
He saw several of the other soldiers begin to move in and knew if Aaron was going to have any chance to escape, it was now or never. 
“You’ll meet the end you deserve,” Nathas yelled over the loud hiss of the river behind him. Aaron
looked up and met his gaze. Nathas raised his sword high for a heavy blow and Aaron knew that Nathas
was giving him a clear opening. It was not what they had planned but it would have to do. He gritted his teeth and launched himself at his former instructor and they both hit the wooden rail in a tangle. A loud crack could be heard over the rushing sound of the water and the two men tumbled over the edge as the
rail let go. The soldiers rushed to the edge, but by the time they got there, both Aaron and Nathas had been swallowed up by the mist and the rushing water down below. 


*****
Ariana followed Carly down through the network of tunnels, marveling at how perfectly they were
cut straight through the solid rock. She thought there must have been some magic used in the construction. 
Either that, or whoever had built them must have had tremendous skill at stone working. 
“I would imagine having a way in and out of Rivergate would be very useful for a lot of people
who don't want to attract the attention of the city guard,” Ariana commented. “I take it you've come this way before.” 
Carly looked at her suspiciously for a moment, then she sighed. 
“I guess there is no harm in telling you, since you know about the tunnels now,” she said. “Ever
since Cerric took over the mines in these mountains and refused to pay the workers fairly, we have been sneaking gold out of the city. The miners hide pieces of it in their mouths, then they bring it to Milli’s. We take it down to the river where a man takes the gold and makes trips down to the coast where he trades it. 
They say he used to be a pirate, and the prices we get from him are fair close to piracy, but considering the nature of the business, it isn't bad, and it's a far cry better than what the king pays.” 
“Is that where we're going, to meet this pirate?” 
“Yes. Milli and I both agreed it was the best plan, that he might be able to take you far away from
Rivergate and get you somewhere safer.” Ariana had noticed that Carly’s voice had taken on a new
quality, more refined but with a bit of an accent. She certainly no longer sounded like a village wench. 
“You’re not from Rivergate, are you?” Ariana asked. Carly chuckled. 
“Far from it. I'm from the south, but I moved here with my husband two years ago. He worked the
mines up in Kandara and spent some time in the southlands trying to become a smith, but it didn't work out so well. Times being tight, he heard there was good work the mines above Rivergate, so we came here. 
We came here hoping to make a better life and things were starting to turn around for us, but when the
winter came, a force of soldiers arrived from the southern road and put Rivergate under martial law. They also said that everyone working in the mines was now in the employ of the king and that leaving their job was the same as being a deserter from the army. King Cerric also made a new law for foreigners, 
arresting anyone without the proper papers, which we did not know about. No one was told about the law
until it was too late and one night, after working all day at the mines, my just husband didn't come home.” 
“Just like that?” Ariana asked. 
“It was the same day that a magistrate and a group of soldiers came through Rivergate looking for
anyone who might be from Kandara and they started arresting people.” 
“When was this?” Ariana asked her. 
“Before mid-winter,” Carly told her. “I was lucky Milli was willing to take me in.” 
Ariana shook her head, frowning at what Carly had told her. Her uncle had certainly wasted no time
putting his plans into action as soon as she had been moved out of his way. She was also angry that
soldiers of Maramyr would behave in such a way toward the people. And she was furious that Cerric
would force them to work in such a way, treating them as little more than slaves. 
“Does anyone know what happened to your husband? What about the other miners? Maybe one of
them might have seen him.” Ariana saw a somber look cross Carly's face. 
“It was hard to find out anything because they keep the prisoners and the regular miners separate
down in the mines, but I recently learned that my husband had tried to organize a protest among the
prisoners and, though I'm proud of what he did, they killed him for it.” 
“They killed him?” Ariana was shocked. 
“Yes, and they would probably kill me too, or at the very least put me to work in the mines, as a
slave, just because I was married to a Kandaran,” Carly said. “Ever since I learned of my husband's
death, I have been thinking about leaving Rivergate, maybe heading back south to the sea. I've had enough of land living, but I needed to save up enough money to take care of some problems before I could go
back.” 
“So, now you work for Milli.” 
“It isn't so bad, I suppose,” Carly said with a bit of a frown. “It's one of the things I did before I met my husband. That's one of the reasons we came here, to start over. If Milli hadn't taken me in, things
would have been worse for me. Besides, I don't really deal with the customers all that often. Most of the time I help Milli with running the inn and running the gold down to the river. Milli knew I was a married woman and didn't want me to do that kind of work. She's an honorable sort, in her way and it looks like she took a big risk helping you. I told her if anything comes of it, she should put the blame on me since I'm already mixed up in this. It's time I went back to the sea where I belong, and I suppose it's time for me to start a new life, or maybe get back to my old one.” 
Carly forced a melancholy smile in the darkness and continued down the tunnel and Ariana shook
her head at the things the girl had told her. She imagined the many roads that Carly had traveled and the hardships she had faced in her life and felt as though the challenges that lay before her were not so
difficult. Whatever came to pass, she was determined to take crown back from her uncle Cerric and make
things right for people like Carly, who were just trying to live their lives and maybe improve their lot. 
She hoped she would be able to help all of the people of her kingdom in such a way, but for the time
being, she was grateful that Milli and Carly had been willing to help her, and she realized how lucky she was that she and Aaron had ended up at the inn and that Milli had recognized her. As her thoughts moved to Aaron and she worried that he had made it safely away from the soldiers. She knew she could not use
her power to find him because they were too far away from each other now and the ward spell made him
difficult to find. All she could do was hope that he was okay as she followed the girl through the darkness. 
After a short distance, they reached the end of a passageway and the flames of the torch began to
flicker more strongly as a breeze came from somewhere ahead. Carly dowsed the torch in some water that
had pooled near the edge of the tunnel, leaving her and Ariana in darkness but, as her eyes adjusted, 
Ariana noticed a faint bit of light coming from up ahead. She followed as Carly led her toward what
appeared to be a solid wall of rock, and once they had reached it, Ariana could see that a side passage had been cut into it and within a few steps and another side passage, they emerged into the cool night air near the bottom of the falls. 
“Wait here. I have to collect a few things,” Carly said and picked her way across the massive rocks
that lined the bottom of the cliff beneath Rivergate and disappeared into the darkness. 
The place where they had exited the tunnels directly overlooked the river that had formed at the
bottom of the falls. From this vantage point, Ariana could see that the river, the lesser of the two that ran through Rivergate, was still quite substantial. She left the bundle of hers and Aaron's things and walked the short distance over to the water's edge and saw that it was deep and moved quickly with a strong
current that pushed its way deep into the dark, green forests that marked the edge of the Elven lands. Over the sound of the rushing water, Ariana did not hear the quiet footsteps approach from behind her. 
A short distance away, Carly pushed the stone back into place over the hole in the side of the cliff
where she had hidden a pack that held a number of her belongings. She was glad that no one had found the cache of items, many of them valuable and some of which could come in very useful on what she imagined
would be a long and possibly interesting journey. From the pack she pulled two daggers and sheathes with leather straps and tied them to her upper thighs, under her dress. She would have to change into more
suitable travelling clothes later, but for now Carly figured she had best get back to the princess. 
She silently made her way across the rocks toward the river and then froze when she saw the black-
robed mage. In the dim light from the starry sky above she could see the cruel-looking dagger he held in his hand and she saw him plunge it into Ariana's back. Carly wanted to cry out to warn her, but it was too late. She was too far away and there was nothing she could do to save the princess. The man in the dark robes pushed his victim into the rushing water and Carly watched as Ariana's body disappeared beneath
the surface, dragged away by the strong current. The mage stooped to the water and rinsed the blood from his dagger then replaced it underneath his robes then he turned. Carly ducked behind the rocks and cleared her mind. She knew that mages had the power to sense things other people could not and that they could
read a person's thoughts. 
A lesson she had learned long ago returned to her and she thought about fish and the idea of
scooping them from the river like a bear. She thought about fish then she thought about bugs in a log and how good they would taste to eat. Carly imagined smashing rotting wood open with a large, fur-covered
paw, then she thought about a sleeping bear in a cave. 
At the edge of the river, Dakar let go of his power. From what he could tell, there were only a few
deer, some rodents scurrying around in the undergrowth and a bear that appeared to be sleeping nearby
and dreaming about its next meal. Satisfied that no one had seen him kill the princess, Dakar made his
way up over the rocks that led back to the other side of the falls and the path that would take him back up to Rivergate Keep. He had walked only a short way when he encountered several guards with torches
making their way down to the river. 
“Sir mage, did you find the commander?" one of them asked. 
“No,” Dakar said. “Has something happened?” 
“He fought the fugitive, the one who killed the princess, and they fell from up there.” The man
pointed to the top of the cliff. 
“That is a long way to fall,” Dakar commented. “I doubt anyone could survive it.” 
“The Captain-General is one of the toughest men in the army and if anyone could make it, it would
be him. We're going to search the river, just the same.” 
“So be it,” Dakar said. “I did not see anyone down here, but I wish you luck.” 
Dakar cursed himself for not disposing of the princess' body more thoroughly. He should have used
his mage-fire to completely burn her corpse until there was nothing but ashes. Still, the wound he had
given her was deep and the strong current of the river should carry away anything or anyone that would
have fallen into it. If the princess' companion had met his fate in those same waters, then so much the better, and if Nathas was gone as well, then that was something of an additional gift. Dakar had found the Captain General to be far less obedient than most of the other commanders in the Cerric's army and would certainly not miss him much. 
The mage continued on up the trail passing several other soldiers on their way down to search for
their leader. Hopefully, they would find nothing. In the meantime, he thought he might return to the inn and enjoy more of that liquor the woman had served him earlier. He also had a few questions for her about the tunnels that led under the city. 


*****
Aaron felt a sharp pain in his shoulder as strong hands pulled him from the river. He choked and
coughed as the water rose from his lungs. It was dark and it took a moment for his eyes to focus. He
looked up and saw Nathas dragging him up from the water. Aaron’s sword was still gripped tightly in his hands and they scraped across the rocks and stones that lined the river's edge. Nathas collapsed on the rocks next to him, breathing heavily. 
“Are you going to be all right, Aaron?” he asked through his own spluttering coughs. Aaron winced
when he moved his shoulder. 
“I'll live, but my shoulder might not,” Aaron told him as he released the grip he hand on his sword, 
letting it fall to the ground. Nathas rose to his knees and Aaron felt hands on him. He winced when Nathas grabbed his injured shoulder. 
“No wonder. It looks like your shoulder is out of joint and there happens to be an arrow sticking out
of it as well. That's going to have to come out first.” 
Nathas grabbed the bolt that had lodged itself in the muscle of his upper arm and yanked straight
out, pulling it free. Aaron's vision blurred as the pain shot through his arm and he felt the hot flow of blood running from his arm. He winced when Nathas pressed his hand on the same spot, slowing the
bleeding. 
“Good thing it was a round tip on that bolt or your arm would be a real mess,” Nathas commented. 
“Do you need a moment, or would you like me to fix your shoulder now?” 
“Go ahead,” Aaron told him. “I don't think it could hurt any more than it already does. 
Without warning, Nathas gripped his shoulder and slammed it back into place. There was a pop and
Aaron felt a sharp pain, almost worse than when the arrow had come out. Aaron gritted his teeth but he
could already feel the pain begin to subside. Nathas helped him to his feet then picked up his sword and cut two pieces of cloth from Aaron's shirt. He folded one of the pieces and placed it over the wound from the arrow and then tied the other strip of cloth snugly around Aaron's arm, holding it in place. 
"That should stop the bleeding," Nathas said then handed Aaron his sword. 
“Thanks,” Aaron said, sliding the blade back into its scabbard on his belt, feeling the pain in his
shoulder with every movement. 
“You must’ve hit the bottom of the river,” Nathas commented. “I'm surprised we both survived the
drop, but I'm amazed you didn't lose your sword." 
“At the Academy, you taught us never to lose our swords. It would be embarrassing had I done that, 
especially in front of one of my former instructors,” Aaron said, trying to smile through the pain. 
"I think falling from a high cliff into a river might have been a reasonable excuse," Nathas told him, for it was how he had lost his own blade. "You must have hit the bottom to knock your shoulder out like that." 
“No, I did that when I hit the door to the Inn,” Aaron told him. 
“What? You fought me with your shoulder out of joint?” Nathas was astounded. 
“It couldn’t be helped,” Aaron said. 
He could see the older man shaking his head in the dark. 
“I hope I don’t meet you in battle on a good day, Aaron,” Nathas said, then he saw the faint glow of
torches descending along the cliffs from the city above. No doubt the soldiers were searching for them. 
“We’d better get moving or they’ll come and finish us both off, unless you want to lend me one of your
swords so we can play act that you’re my prisoner.” 
Aaron noticed that Nathas' sword was missing. 
“Your sword,” Aaron said, knowing that Nathas would have had to use both his hands to drag
Aaron from the fast current of the river. 
“Embarrassing, like you said, but it's gone,” Nathas said with a chuckle. “You know the plan was
for me to throw you off over the cliff not both of us to take a swim. But since I’m here, I'd like to tag along a ways if you’re meeting up with Princess Ariana.” 
“I don't think that's very likely.” They turned at the sound of Carly's voice as she appeared from
behind some rocks along the river's edge. She had the packs with her, but Ariana was nowhere to be seen. 
“Where is Ariana?” Aaron asked. 
“Gone,” Carly said with a frown. 
“Where is she? What happened? I thought Milli was going to get her out of the city.” 
“She did,” Carly said. “Well, I did. I brought her down through the tunnels that run under Rivergate
but we ran into a problem. A mage found us, and I am pretty sure it was the same one who was at the inn.” 
"His name is Dakar," Nathas said. 
Carly moved toward Nathas, her moves silent and fluid like a cat, and a dagger was at his throat
before he could even blink. Even with his training and expertise as a fighter, Nathas was impressed at the speed the woman had moved, that she could have taken him off guard so easily, but he was less than
pleased at the position in which she had him. 
“Carly!” Aaron exclaimed. “What are you doing?” 
“I risked my neck to help you and the princess, only to have some mage show up and stab her in the
back the moment we got out of the tunnels. I was willing to help you because Milli asked me to, but there's only so much I can take before I start to get suspicious. I'm not even sure if I can trust you," she said to Aaron, "but this is one of Cerric's high ups and as far as I am concerned, the more of you that end up dead, the better.” 
“Why would I wish the princess any harm?” Nathas asked. “I just dove off a cliff and nearly died
with this fool so he and Princess Ariana could get out of the city and away from those who are loyal to Cerric.” 
“Carly, what happened to Ariana? Where is she?” Aaron asked, but Carly ignored him. 
“You work for King Cerric, and the mage does too. What difference does it make?” Carly kept her
focus on Nathas and the steel in her voice was evident, but a little less sure now. 
“Yes, I'm the commander of the western forces for the Maramyrian Army and yes, Cerric may be
King, but that doesn not mean I like working for him, nor does it mean I have any love for that mage, who, if you ask me, is a blight on the kingdom. There is a lot going on in Maramyr, most of which I do not like, and I am trying to help. If the princess is alive then maybe we can stop Cerric. Now, if you would kindly remove your dagger from my throat, I would like to know what happened.” 
“Enough, Carly,” Aaron said. “What happened to Ariana?” 
Carly let Nathas go and took a step back from him, her daggers still held loosely in her hands. She
knew Aaron had been helping the princess, and it did not seem like Nathas was lying. She looked at
Aaron, then back at the Maramyrian commander and decided she might as well trust them at this point. 
“Like I said, we got out of the city through the tunnels and then I left the princess alone by the river for only a few moments so I could retrieve my daggers and a few other things, and when I returned, I saw that mage-priest, Dakar you called him, knifing the princess in the back and dumping her in the river.” 
“You left her alone?” His words sounded like an accusation but Aaron was simply frustrated that he
had not been there. 
“I thought we were clear of danger,” Carly told him. “I had to get my daggers. We would have been
defenseless anyway without weapons and she should have been safe where she was. No one knew we
were there, except that mage. Somehow he knew.” 
“Milli,” Aaron said. 
“Milli would not have told him,” Carly said, but Aaron voiced her next thought for her. 
“She might not have had to,” he said. “If that mage wanted to know what she was thinking, he could
have just used his power to read her mind.” 
“Dakar would most certainly do such a thing,” Nathas said. “I have to be on my guard with him at
all times, careful what I think about when he is near. Even though the priesthood claims it is still
prohibited for mages to use such power, Dakar conveniently forgets that particular law when it suits him and there are very few mages around these days willing to take him to task about it. If anything, more of them are abusing their powers of late.” 
“Couldn't you have done something?” Aaron asked. 
“What would have had me do?” Carly asked. “I know a mage when I see one and it would have
been suicide to take him on. She was already gone and there was nothing I could do except wait until he left then come down this way, hoping that the princess might have washed ashore. Instead of her, I found the two of you.” 
“You've got some experience dealing with mages, and you managed to get a knife to my throat,” 
Nathas commented, taking another look at the girl. “You're not what you seem to be.” 
“Many people aren't,” Carly replied. “What of it?” 
“What was the plan, once you got the princess to safety?” Nathas asked. 
“We were going to make our way over to the main river then I was going to make sure she made it
to the southern road, where she was supposed to meet up with this fellow here, then they were supposed
to go south. I figured I'd go along since I've got business in that direction anyway,” Carly told him. 
“What about this river?” Aaron asked. “What if we followed it further? Maybe Ariana is still
alive.” 
“That would be a sure way to find your death,” Carly told him. “You don't just go wandering into
those forests.” 
“She's right, Aaron,” Nathas said. “This river runs towards Elvanar and unless you have permission
to be there, you don't want to find yourself wandering around the Elven lands.” 
Aaron closed his eyes and reached out with his power to see if he could sense Ariana anywhere
nearby but he found nothing. He ignored the twinge of pain in his neck and pushed harder, widening his
search in the direction the river was flowing, but still there was no sign of her. Frustrated, he let go of his power and focused his breathing, trying to will away the pain in his head. He started to despair for a
moment but then he reminded himself that just because he could not sense the princess did not mean that she was dead. Aaron did not want to believe that, and for some reason he was sure she was still alive. He was worried though. Ariana might be unconscious, injured and alone somewhere but there was no way of
knowing where she might be. 
The three of them turned when they heard voices drawing near and they saw the faint glow of
torches moving toward them. It was the soldiers working their way along the river, calling out and
searching for Nathas, the way Aaron wished he could for Ariana. 
“Aaron,” Nathas said. “You have to go, now.” 
“Nathas, I swore to protect her,” Aaron objected. Nathas shook his head. 
“And, as your commander, I relieve you of that duty,” he told him. Nathas turned to Carly. “You
said you were going to get the princess to safety. Can you take Aaron with you instead, wherever it was you were going?” 
“Yes, of course.” 
“Aaron, you go with this woman. I will search for Princess Ariana.” 
“Nathas...” Aaron started, but the older man cut him off. 
“That's an order, Aaron. There's no time to debate this. The best thing is for you to get clear of this place and let me do what I can to slow down the madness. If the princess is to be found, then I will find her and I will send word.” 
“Fine,” Aaron said, grudgingly. “How will we stay in contact?” 
“I see you still have the ring I gave you,” Nathas pointed to Aaron's hand. “I was hoping I would
have more time to teach you about what the ring means, but it will have to wait. If you want to get word, find a Ranger. They're in every city, in ever land, not just in Maramyr.” 
“Won't they just report it to Cerric?” Aaron asked. Nathas smiled. 
“One of the first things Cerric did was to disband the Rangers of Maramyr, but the Rangers exist in
all the lands and they remain loyal, after a fashion, regardless of who happens to sit on the throne of the various kingdoms. I will try to put the word out to them about what has happened if I can. Now get going.” 
“There’s a trail not far from here that leads to a crossing a little further on that will take us overland to the main river,” Carly told Aaron. “Let's go.” 
“Lead the way,” Aaron said, and followed the mysterious woman into the darkness of the forest. 
Once Nathas was sure the two of them were far enough away, he shouted to the soldiers, letting
them know he was alive. Once they found their way to him, he told them he had wounded the fugitive and
had seen his body floating downstream. He issued orders that his men should search the riverbanks for
Aaron's body, although he hoped they would find the princess instead, and preferably still alive. 


*****
Aaron followed Carly through the trees and, from the way she moved, he figured she not only knew
this route through the forest very well, but also had some experience traveling without making a sound. He found it interesting that the seemingly despondent young woman he had met at Milli's was gone, replaced by a different creature altogether. Carly even spoke differently than she had had before and Aaron
wondered why she would have pretended to be someone she was not, especially to work at a place
Milli's. He was about to ask her about it when she stopped abruptly and he almost bumped into her. 
“We’re in luck. He’s still here.” Carly pointed ahead through the trees ahead to the orange glow of
a fire. “Just let me do the talking when we get in there. Malek can be, shall we say, a difficult man.” 
In a small clearing at the side of the river, there was a small camp that had a sense of semi-
permanence about it, though Aaron thought if it were not for the burning campfire, the place would
otherwise look deserted. Carly motioned for Aaron to keep quiet then tiptoed past the fire to where he
could see a man standing with his back to them, silhouetted by the darkness behind him. Carly gently
snuck up behind the man, careful not to make a sound. She could hear him whistling quietly as he relieved himself into the bushes. Grinning to herself, she reached around in front of him. 
“Need a hand with that there, Malek?” she said, laughing coarsely. The man jumped and yelled. 
“Whoa there, girl. You nearly made me wet myself with fright, though I do appreciate the offer of
your assistance. I wasn't expecting you for another few days, Carly,” the man said as he finished his
business. 
The man, Malek adjusted his clothes as he walked back toward the fire with Carly. The firelight
illuminated his face and Aaron saw that Malek fit the picture of what he had always imaged a pirate
would look like. His long red beard flowed down to one of the most garish outfits Aaron had ever seen
and Malek even had an eye patch and a scar running through it and down his cheek. 
“What brings you down to the river’s elbow?” he asked then he saw Aaron. “I see you’ve brought a
friend.” With his one eye, he sized up Aaron and glanced at the two swords at his waist then he frowned and looked over at Carly suspiciously. “What does Milli want now? You didn't mention bringing someone
new.” 
“No, Malek, it's nothing like that. It's worse.” She fixed him with a serious expression. “It's about
our little business arrangement. Rivergate is crawling with soldiers and we just can't get goods out of the city anymore so it looks like we're going to have to close up shop here, at least for a while.” Malek
looked even more suspicious, then he let out a great sigh and shook his head then sat down by the fire and used a stick to pull an iron kettle from the coals. 
“Well, it was good while it lasted,” Malek said. “So you've come to warn me off? You said there
were soldiers up at Rivergate?” 
“I thought it best to get word to you that things had changed and that it might not be such a good idea to spend your time hanging about in these parts.” 
“So, who's this then?” he asked, glancing over at Aaron. 
“This is Antal,” Carly replied. “He's a friend and he'll be coming with us downriver.” 
“Antal, huh? Is that right?” Malek did not look particularly pleased by the idea. 
“Well met, Malek,” Aaron said, offering his hand to the man. Malek just grunted and started
rummaging around in a cloth sack that clanked and rattled. 
“Come, Malek,” Carly said. “He's part of the deal and besides, you owe me a favor. If things go
sour, you take me downriver, just like we agreed.” Malek pulled a few tin cups from the sack and tossed one each to both Aaron and Carly. 
“Would either of you care for some tea? I’d offer wine, but I’m plain out. Drank the last of it
yesterday. Was getting ready to sail in a couple days anyway, so I figured I'd get my head clear.” 
Malek could tell from Aaron's expression that he had no idea what he was talking about. Clearly, 
the young man was a landlubber. He groaned then explained as he poured tea from the kettle into the cups. 
“Point of pride. A true seafarer never drinks on the seas, or even a river or a lake for that matter. 
Too easy to run aground when you’re already half tossed in the drink as it were. That’s why the lads all get right drenched up every time the get to shore. The best thing is, with enough drink, solid land feels like a rolling ship. That way, ya never lose yer sea legs. Bet you never knew that did ya?” 
Aaron admitted that he had never heard of such a custom though he remembered Tarnath joking
about how sailors were known to enjoy their drinking. Carly took a sip of her tea and wrapped her arm
around Malek’s shoulder. 
“Malek, you wouldn't be trying to strike a bargain here, would you?” Carly asked with a smile. 
Malek gave her a sideways look. 
“What would give you that idea, lass?” Malek took a sip of his tea. 
“You forget, we're not the Ansari. And while this tea is very lovely, we really don't have time to
discuss things. While I doubt they would be able to track me all the way here, there's a good chance the nice soldiers of Maramyr are out looking for us. Let's just say we’re in a spot of trouble and we’re
wanting to get clear away.” Malek scowled at her, then at Aaron. 
“So you’re in trouble and you come runnin' here?” he said, with irritation brewing in his voice. “I
don't want to mess with soldiers or guards. I'm a trader now and that's it, Carly.” 
“All the more reason we should leave, now,” Carly said with a smile. 
“You and I need to have a little talk, ladylass,” Malek said with a scowl. Carly smiled at Aaron. 
“Excuse us for a moment,” she said and followed Malek a short distance away where they began an
animated discussion. 
Aaron could have listened in on their conversation if he used his power, but he was exhausted, both
physically and mentally and he did not want to push his luck with another headache, especially since he was already focused trying to healing he wounds he sustained during the escape from Rivergate. He
swallowed some of the tea Malek had given him and found it refreshing despite its bitter taste. 
Aaron sat down on a large log that lay next to the fire and he watched the flames flicker and dance
and he wondered about Ariana. He worried about her, and while part of him hoped Nathas might be able
to find her, another part of him also worried about what might happen if he did. Nathas had been made a Captain General of the Maramyrian Army, but that did not mean he was all-powerful, especially with
Dakar around, who was, from what Ariana had told him, a high-ranking mage in the priesthood and the top advisor to her uncle Cerric. His old Academy instructor was right, things were different now, and the
lands of Maramyr were no longer safe for him, or for Ariana, if she was even still alive. 
Malek and Carly returned to the fire and the old trader quickly dumped the rest of the tea from the
kettle, collected the tin cups from Aaron and Carly then tossed a few more items in the cloth sack. He
kicked dirt over the fire and walked a few paces then stomped on the ground. Aaron was surprised to see a saber and scabbard fly up from the dirt and land in the man's hand. Malek hung the scabbard on his belt and marched off toward a large stand of trees next to the river. 
“Shall we?” Carly said with a grin, motioning for Aaron to follow. 
It was a short distance along the bank of the river to the group of trees that grew right up to the
water's edge. They waded out into the water a little ways in order to get around the thick brush and
branches that jutted out from shore, but the ground was solid in the shallows and they traversed it easily. 
Nestled in a small inlet on the river, surrounded by trees and rocks, was a boat that Aaron thought was easily large enough to be considered a small ship. The little caravel floated at anchor in the shadows of the trees hidden from sight, and quietly awaiting it's master's return. 
Malek pulled a plank of wood from the nearby trees and stepped up onto a large rock that stood
almost as high as the deck of the ship. He laid the plank between from the rock to the deck of the ship then walked across it with ease. Carly followed him and Aaron trailed along behind her, stepping a little more gingerly than the other two as he felt the board move and sway as the ship settled in the water under the weight of its passengers. Once they were aboard, Malek pulled the plank onto the deck and set about
readying the boat to get underway. 
Aaron was amazed as he watched Malek moving about the deck, unlashing ropes and unfurling a
small jib at the front. Carly also seemed to know her way around the boat and she helped Malek work the rigging. Malek noticed Aaron standing idly in the middle of the deck, watching him and Carly and he
hollered at him from the front of the boat. 
“Make yourself useful, lad,” Malek told him. “Get ready to weigh anchor.” 
From his studies, Aaron knew what an anchor was and what it did, but having never set foot on a
boat in his life, he was not sure exactly how to do what Malek asked. The man could plainly see Aaron's confusion. He laughed and beckoned him forward, pointing to the heavy rope that ran from the bow of the boat into the water. As the wind caught the small sail that Malek was handling, the boat began to move
forward and Aaron grabbed the rope and started to haul it in, dropping lengths of it in a mess of coils at his feet. Malek laughed and when Carly, who had been helping him, saw what Aaron was doing, she
started laughing as well then came over to help him. 
“You coil the rope when you haul it in,” she explained and quickly made a circle with the rope then
laid another upon it as she continued to bring it in. 
The boat moved nimbly out of the small inlet and entered the main river. The strong current carried
them quickly along and Malek was able to maneuver the boat with the rudder and the help of the small jib which needed only minor adjustments. Once they were moving along the river, Carly pulled out some
bedrolls and showed Aaron where he could rest for the night while Malek piloted the boat. Glad of the
chance to finally get off his feet, Aaron unbuckled his swords and laid down the deck atop the bedroll
Carly had given him. 
“You're not much of a sailor, that's for sure,” Malek quipped at Aaron, hollering down from the
raised platform at the back of the boat where he stood, leaning on the tiller and steering the boat through the currents. “Hopefully you'll prove yourself useful some other way. I take it those fancy blades of yours aren't just for decoration?” 
“He's pretty good with a blade,” Carly told the man as she arranged her own bedding on the deck
close to Aaron. 
“Good,” Malek pronounced with a nod, looking over at Aaron, who had leaned up on one elbow. 
“You better be up to the task if we're going to get the supplies we need.” 
“What does he mean by that?” Aaron asked Carly. 
“In a little more than a day we will stop at a town called Forsina,” she explained. “It’s a small
trading town where this river joins the Maramyr. It’s also the southern border where the lands of
Maramyr meet those of Ansara on the east and Elvanar on the west.” 
“I have heard of it,” Aaron told her, thinking back to the many books he had read and he
remembered Forsina was a trading city that was also famous for being a town of fighters. It was not the sort of place he wanted to spend a whole lot of time. “How long are we going to stop there?” 
“That depends,” Carly said. “It's a long journey to the coast and we need money for supplies. 
Unfortunately, we aren't bringing a shipment of gold from Rivergate, so we have absolutely nothing to
trade. That leaves only one option; the Circles of Forsina.” 
When she mentioned the circles, Aaron remembered the rest of what he had read about Forsina. 
Carly could tell that he was not unfamiliar with what she had just told him. 
“You’ve heard about the Circles?” she asked. 
“They’re fighting rings," Aaron said. "It used to be famous long ago, when the best fighters in the world would compete there. Do people still fight in the circles?" 
“Yes, they do," Carly told him. "I haven't spent much time there, but according to Malek, other than the local trading that goes on there, there are still regular fights in the circles and the traders are always willing to bet on the fights, which is the primary pastime at Forsina. If you're as good as I hope you are, we should be able to win enough to resupply the boat and make our way to the coast.” 
“You want me to fight in the circles, for money?” Aaron asked. 
“Why not?” Carly said. “Besides, if it weren't for you and the princess showing up in Rivergate, our
little gold-smuggling arrangement would not have been ruined, so I figure you owe me.” 
“So you made a deal with Malek that I would fight for money, without mentioning it to me?” Carly
sat down on the wooden deck next to him. 
“Why else do you think he let us on his boat?” Carly noticed his sour look. “I had to tell him
something.” 
“You could have asked me about it first,” Aaron said. The idea of fighting for money was something
that had not occurred to him and he was not quite sure how he felt about it. Tarnath had always told him that fighting was meant to be a last resort. As much as his uncle valued training and skill at arms, he always said that smarter folks did everything they could to avoid fighting. Carly sighed. 
“I'm sorry, Aaron. I didn't think you would have a problem with it. And I figured it was best that I
discuss it with Malek directly. I don't know if you noticed, but Malek is a Maeren, a pirate, and there is no way he would deal straight with you. That’s the trick with the Maerens. If you're not one of them and they think they can get away with it, they will double-cross you in a second. Malek knows of me and he
knows I’m no fool. He’ll abide by our agreement, because he knows if he doesn’t, not only would I slit
his throat, but he could lose his right to port, which is probably almost more valuable to him than his own neck.” 
“I understand," Aaron told her. "I just wish I knew more about things before they happened." 
Aaron could feel a slight pain at the base of his skull and he worried that the ward might be
troubling him again, but it was most likely just from the tension of exhaustion. Everything had happened so fast and he felt himself getting frustrated. Carly could see his consternation plainly written on his face. 
She had only just met Aaron, but she could tell he was not one to hide his feelings. That trait reminded her of her husband, the reason she had given up her old life and married him, hoping for a better life that was sadly not meant to be. No, the world was hard and cruel and there were things that just needed to be done in order to stay alive and move forward. It was best that Aaron learned that lesson as well. 
“We need the money, Aaron and that's the deal I struck with Malek so he would agree to take us,” 
Carly told him then she softened her tone. “It's going to be a long, hot day tomorrow so I would get some rest if I were you.” 
Aaron was extremely tired and could barely make sense of what Carly was telling him anyway. He
was also very discouraged at having lost Ariana and part of him had stopped caring about what would
happen to him next. For now, he would take Carly's advice and get some sleep. Hopefully tomorrow
would be a better day. 
“Get some sleep,” Carly told him again. “I'll keep Malek company for a while.” 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
A smooth pale hand caressed the shiny black scales that ran down the back of the large creature that
suckled at the breast of the queen. Draxis’ fangs no longer injured his mother when he fed since he had already slaked his thirst for blood earlier, much preferring the taste of fear that coursed through the blood of the slaves they brought him every evening. Still, he was only a young half-Darga and though he had
grown larger than any full-grown human male, the warmth of his mother’s milk still soothed him. 
Draxis was a proud creature and Calexis was proud of her son. Over the cold months of winter, he
had grown quickly and his intelligence surpassed even the queen’s own expectations and, with the
changing of yet another season, he had become formidable. The half-lizard now spoke almost as well an
adult and he had even begun to feel the awakening of magic, part of it inherited from his Darga blood and part of it from his mother. The mage-priest, Shadar had convinced Calexis that Draxis should be trained to use his power and even though she did not entirely trust the members of the Priesthood, she allowed them to teach her son what they could, but only in her presence. She doted on Draxis and, with her help, he
learned quickly and was always reminded of who it was that held true authority in the Xallan Empire. 
Queen Calexis heard the small bell that announced the arrival of visitors to her chamber. Gently she
pushed Draxis from her breast and motioned for him to take his place behind the large drapes that hung
from the wall behind her bed. She picked up a thin-bladed dagger from her bedside and idly played with
it. 
“Enter,” she called out. 
The heavy doors swung open and the guards ushered the two Darga she had expected. One black
and one brown, they were Razak and Gorak, the leaders of the two Darga tribes. They eyed each other
suspiciously as they traversed the vast room they had visited once before. Calexis held out her hand and the two Darga stopped. They glanced around, wondering that she would allow them into her chamber
without one of those irritating mages to make them obedient. Razak was the first to speak. 
“Human queen is more beautiful now.” He grinned with his wide lizard mouth. Gortak apparently
agreed as well. 
“Queen makes herself good for Darga. Queen like Darga, yes,” he said suggestively. Calexis could
see that the two Darga were interested in a repeat of their last visit. She smiled lazily. She had never experienced such violent pleasure as that the two Darga had visited on her and though the changes that had taken place in her body would likely make it much more easy on her now, for once she was not in the
mood, and the novelty of the idea had worn off somewhat, and she now had different goals to fulfil. 
“Welcome prized Darga Razak and Gorak,” Calexis said. “Are you still the leaders of your tribes?” 
Both Darga nodded. 
“And how does one become a leader of a Darga tribe?” she asked. Gorak stepped forward, his
reptilian eyes intense with pride. 
“Kill Darga leader. Challenge for death,” he said, holding up a scaled fist. Calexis inclined her
head to the other Darga. 
“Is this true of the Brown Darga as well?” she asked Razak. 
“Razak Darga kill Kranak Darga and become leader to Brown Darga,” Razak confirmed proudly. 
Calexis smiled at them both. 
“Then you must be the greatest warriors of all the Darga,” she said. Both of them clenched their
fists to their chests, the common sign of strength for Darga warriors. 
“Razak is greatest warrior of all Darga.” Razak told her. Gorak growled at the other Darga. 
“Gorak greatest warrior of all Darga,” he said. Calexis nodded. 
“Very impressive, both of you. It’s a wonder that you do not challenge one another for leadership of
all the Darga.” 
The two Darga looked at each other and growled, but neither of them made a move. She could sense
the respectful dislike they held for one another. These Darga were simple but they were not stupid. They were equally matched and knew what would happen if they fought. Whichever of them turned out to be the
winner would likely not emerge from such a fight unscathed. As much as they wanted to fight to prove
which one of them was the strongest, they both held a respectful fear of one another. These Darga would not fight one another. Still, they could both be disposed of just as easily. 
The Xallan queen raised her hand and gestured to the side of her bed where her son waited patiently
behind the heavy curtains. 
“Draxis.” she called and the half-lizard emerged from the drapes. “I want you to meet your fathers.” 
Now that Calexis saw them all in the same room she was impressed with what the mage-priest
Shadar had told her. Draxis, though just barely full grown, was already a shade bigger than Gorak, the
larger of the two Darga leaders. “Gorak, Razak, meet my son, Draxis.” 
The two Darga growled. They had sensed something Darga in the air but the queen’s own scent and
their memories of their night with her had distracted them from it. They stared at Draxis, unsure of what to make of him. He looked like the queen, almost human, but they could see that he was also Darga. Neither Gorak or Razak was sure what to do. They both had many children among their tribes, but not one that
looked like this and they both recognized the predatory scent Draxis gave off and knew what it meant. 
Calexis turned to her son, who stared at the two Darga males who, together, had fathered him. 
“Draxis,” Calexis said. “Are you stronger than Gorak?” 
“Yes, mother,” Draxis replied, eliciting a growl from the black-scaled Darga. 
“And what about Razak? Are you stronger than him?” 
“Yes, mother. I am stronger.” 
Calexis looked at the two Darga leaders who stood before her, growling at Draxis. 
“Good. Kill them both,” she said. 
“Yes, mother,” Draxis said and grinned at them, his human lips stretching wide in a smile that
revealed his rows of sharply pointed Darga teeth and shining white retractable fangs that poked just
below the rest. 
In an instant, Draxis leapt toward the two Darga, his fangs extended and sharp, razor-like claws
elongating from his scaled fingertips. Razak was faster and he dodged to the side, missing a slash from Draxis' claws. Gorak stumbled backward from the impact, as Draxis barrelled into him. One of Gorak's
large, scaled arms lifted up to protect himself and Draxis slashed underneath it with his claws as Gorak’s other arm swung around to knock him aside. Draxis flew through the air from the impact and he slid
across the floor, quickly leaping to his feet as though the hit had barely touched him. 
Calexis watched as Gorak took a step toward her son, who had turned to face Razak. Draxis did not
even turn at the sound of Gorak’s heavy footfall. He already knew the other Darga was no longer a threat and the next sound was of the large Darga falling hard on the stone floor and his entrails sliding messily out of the deep gash Draxis had cut in his midsection. 
Razak swung at Draxis and was surprised that his claws cut through thin air where the half-Darga
had been standing. He swung again and Draxis ducked low and rushed in at him using the momentum of
the brown Darga's swing to spin him and knock him off balance. Razak instinctively covered his throat as Draxis’ claws raked across his neck. Black blood spattered the floor as the scales on the top of Razak’s clawed hands were cut through. 
A cleanly severed clawed finger fell to the floor and Razak howled in pain. He spun and swung his
leg at Draxis, catching him by surprise. Draxis was fast, faster than either of the two Darga, but he had never fought a real Darga before and seemed to relish at the chance to prove himself. Razak saw the
eagerness in the young half-Darga's eyes and knew he did not stand a chance against the unnaturally quick and strong opponent. He saw his desperate chance in the large picture-glass window set into the far wall. 
With a snarl, Razak bounded across the room and threw himself at the thick glass panes, bending the lead framing as he smashed through it, plummeting from the high window. Draxis chased after him but Calexis
called out. 
“Stop,” she told him. “Look first, Draxis. It is very high.” 
She calmly walked over to the smashed window and gazed down the high drop upon the sloped and
dark-tiled rooves of her expansive palace. There was no sign of the Darga below. It was likely that he
had slid off the slippery tiles and landed on some walkway. It was unlikely that even a Darga could have survived. 
“Go and look for the body,” she told him then pointed at Gorak’s dead body. “Then take your prize
to the Black Darga. You are their leader now.” 
“Yes, mother,” Draxis said with a toothy grin then dashed out of the room to hunt down the other
Darga that had escaped, the creature that had played a part in his creation and who would be the next
victim of his instinctive bloodlust. 
Calexis stared out the window at the morning sky. The sun had risen fully now and far below, the
great city of Xalla Prime had come to life. She felt a brief and mocking sense of pity for any of the people who got in the way of her beautiful son, Draxis. The guards had been instructed not to interfere with him, and Calexis had told them to follow any order he gave them as though it came from the queen herself. He had matured so quickly and had learned so much in such a short period of time. The combination of her
own and the Darga blood had created something new and fearsome and she contemplated the idea of an
entire army of creatures like Draxis. At the same time, she was jealous at the idea of others sharing in the power she had gained, that she now controlled. Calexis stared out, looking far to the west and thought of the vast lands that waited beyond her borders. Soon, she would again travel to Maramyr. 


*****
Outside the black stone walls of the capital city of Xalla Prime, the Brown Darga dashed through
the dense forest, his clawed feet kicking up dark mud and moss as he raced toward the swamp. Razak was
no coward, but he was also not a fool. Even though he was a powerful Darga, Razak knew instinctually
that he was no match for the human queen's Darga child, Draxis. The cold ferocity of the half-Darga who was not even yet fully-grown had frightened Razak and he was ashamed at his weakness but he did not
wish to meet the same fate of the black Darga who had been killed so quickly before his eyes. 
Razak was an experienced warrior among his tribe and he was their leader, but it was not due to
strength or size that he had assumed such a position. His advantage was speed and intelligence, which had given him an edge over opponents in the past, allowing him to survive battles and best the many
challengers among the Darga who tried to take his position. He was smart about things. When he crashed
through the window, he already knew where he would fall and had rolled when he hit the tiled roof below the queen's window then leapt to another roof and quickly ducked around a corner, changing direction. As soon as he was out of sight of the palace, he had dropped to the ground and made his way from the city as quickly as he could, sticking to side-streets and gripping his injured hand tightly in his other to stop the bleeding. 
He did not want to leave a trail that Draxis or any other pursuers could follow. Darga senses were
especially attuned to the smell of blood and the last thing he wanted was to run into one of his own people or have another encounter with Draxis. He would have to get as far away from the city as he could, as
quickly as possible. Razak stopped at the edge of a swamp and focused his power, using a magic that was common among the Darga, one that allowed him to quickly heal the wound he had sustained. With enough
time and proper care, a Darga could heal almost any wound that was not life threatening, even growing
back limbs in some cases. A few Darga had the ability to use magic to speed up that process and Razak
was one of them. 
As he called his power, his missing finger began to regenerate, new bone and flesh growing from
the stump of the finger he had lost, the slashes across his hands disappearing and light colored, translucent scales forming a protective outer layer. He knew it would take time for the healed areas to darken back to his natural earthy brown color and for his claw to regrow, but all that mattered was that he no longer bled. 
Razak picked up a clump of mud from the ground and used it to clean any remaining blood from himself, 
removing the scent altogether, then he waded into the water of the swamp and dove in, dropping below he surface and swimming away toward where the water deepened. 
Only surfacing for the occasional breath of air, Razak swam through the swamp quickly putting even
more distance between himself and the city. He had thought about heading to the camp where his Brown
Darga soldiers awaited his return, but he thought Draxis would probably be waiting for him, to usurp his position as the head of his warriors and the leader of his tribe. No, returning to his people would surely mean death and he was not going to give the half-Darga the satisfaction of killing him. According to Darga tradition, leadership was decided by a public challenge and a fight to the death. Of course, running away automatically mean that he had forfeited his position as well, but Razak was less concerned with that than he was with his life. 
Before long, he had made it to the other side of the swamp and, finding a rocky area where he
would not leave any tracks, he slithered up out of the water, leapt to his feet and kept moving, pushing his way through a dense thicket and into the forest beyond. He had not gone very far when he caught a familiar scent, a similar scent to that of the human queen but mixed with Darga, the same scent as her half-breed son. Razak froze. How could Draxis have caught up to him so easily? Razak had not stopped moving since
he had escaped the palace and he was sure he had not been followed. It was possible he could be tracked, especially because the scent of his blood still lingered despite having been immersed in water for such a distance, but that would take time. He looked around. The ground was relatively clear of brush and open but all he could see was forest, the thick trunks of trees lined in all directions underneath a dense canopy of leaves. That was when he saw her. 
A short distance away, sitting on a fallen log, was a young girl. She held a stick in her hand and was
scratching it on the ground. Razak crept forward, curious because of her scent, but also wary for the same reason. He was one of the stealthiest in his tribe, but even moving as silently as he could, his quiet
footsteps seemed loud against the stillness of the forest. Whoever the girl was, she heard him approaching and turned her head. Razak drew a sharp intake of breath. 
The girl was young, pale and wearing a simple dress he had seen on the human women, but it was
her eyes that caught his attention. They were round in shape, and pretty for a human, but their color was deep red just like his own. As she looked at him, he also saw a brief flash of a predatory, reptilian look he knew very well. He took a step forward and the girl rose to her feet, turning to face him. Razak could see her face looked almost entirely human, except for a few traces of lizard flesh, and he immediately
noticed how much she looked like the human queen, Calexis. 
The girl took a step in his direction, then she smiled at him and Razak saw her perfect rows of little
white teeth, so human-looking yet sharper, pointed, with sharp little fangs protruding slightly past the rest. 
“Hello,” she said. Her voice was small and childlike, and sounded innocent in a way. Conflicting
thoughts reverberated in his mind as Razak took another step toward the girl. His instinct to protect what was Darga and what he knew was born of his own seed was countered by his disgust and revulsion at the
creature that she was, an abomination just like the other one who had tried to kill him. They smelled the same. 
Razak growled at the girl and, with his fangs extended and his claws out, he leapt toward her. The
girl did not flinch. She barely moved, except to frown, and Razak saw a sadness appear in her eyes as he flew through the air, his sharp claws extended toward her pale, delicate skin. He did not feel it at first, only the wind rushing out of him as he was stopped suddenly. He looked down, towering over the girl, 
and he saw her arm reaching straight toward him and her hand embedded in his chest. He felt his heart
struggle and stop, destroyed by the sharp, needle-like claws that pierced it and squeezed the life from him. 
The girl looked at him with tears in her eyes and for the first time in his life, Razak felt ashamed. 
“What is your name?” he asked, his voice guttural and rasping as his life quickly faded. 
“Lexi,” she said, her voice shaky but sad. The Darga smiled at her. 
“I am Razak,” he told her, and a strange sense of pride welled up within him. “You have killed me
well.” 
The girl's senses, as sharp as his but less practiced, told her who he was, that this was one of the
Darga who had fathered her. She pulled her hand from his chest, taking his heart with it, and in horror she cast it from her claws, retracting them as Razak slumped to his knees on the ground before her. 
“Father?” Lexi asked with tears streaming down her cheeks. Razak nodded. 
“You are not the same as the other one,” he told her. “It is my shame.” 
Razak felt his life slipping away as his blood no longer flowed through his body but poured instead
from the hole in his chest. He fell to the ground, and felt the world grow dark around him. He tried to look at the girl one last time, but his muscles would not respond and his eyes would no longer see. He only
heard the faint echo of her soft voice and the sound of her crying as he drifted into oblivion. 
“I'm sorry.” 


*****
Draxis could smell the blood on the breeze, the scent of the Darga was thick in the air but something
was different about it now. He made his way through the trees with an entourage of his mother's soldiers and came upon the spot where his quarry lay, already dead. A pool of blood had formed around the fallen Darga, darkening the forest floor reddish-black. That was what had smelled different. The blood was
already cold. 
Draxis could tell that Razak had not been dead long, and he wondered if whoever or whatever had
killed him might still be nearby. He rolled over the body of the dead Darga and saw the hole in his chest, clotted up with blood and matted leaves. It angered him that he had not been the one to do it, as though he had been cheated of an honor. The animalistic part of him craved the kill, and the bloodlust was still
burning in his veins. 
He cocked his head, listening and sniffing the air for any sign of life. He heard it, a small sound
from not too far away. He took a step forward in the direction of the sound. The soldiers followed him in unison, but he held out a hand. 
“My lord,” said the commander. 
“Remain here,” Draxis told him. 
He left the soldiers behind and continued through the trees, following the sound, careful to keep his
footfalls as silent as possible. After a short distance, he rounded a tree to find his younger sister, Lexi, sitting on the ground with tears in her eyes. Even though he was behind her, he could clearly see the blood on her hands and her clothes. Draxis quickly realized she had been the one who had killed Razak. Why
she had done so, he did not know, but it irritated him to no end that she had stolen his kill. He was about to hit her when it occurred to him that he should have a little fun with her first. 
“What have you done, Lexi?” Draxis snapped. She turned her head and scrambled backwards when
she saw him. 
“What?” 
“You killed him,” he said. “You killed Razak. Do you know who he was?” Draxis saw Lexi look
up at him with fresh tears welling in her eyes. “How could you do such a thing?” 
“I'm sorry,” Lexi stammered. “I didn't mean it.” 
“You didn't mean it?” Draxis stepped toward her. He reached down and grabbed her by the neck, 
lifting her up off the ground. “You are pathetic, you know that?” 
“Please,” she said, choking in his grip. 
“Please? What do you want from me? You killed our father, you disgusting, ugly, stupid animal. Do
you think mother will want you back after this? I should kill you, right now!” 
Draxis spun and threw his sister at the base of one of the large trees that surrounded them. She hit it hard and the branches shook overhead. Lexi coughed, the impact having knocked the wind out of her. She
looked up to see her brother extending his claws and baring his fangs at her. 
“No!” she cried and pushed herself out of the way. Draxis struck the tree where she had been a
moment ago and the slash from his sharp claws ripped chunks of wood and bark from it. Draxis turned
and lunged at his sister, catching her by the ankle as she tried to scramble away. He tossed her again, sending her sliding across the forest floor and smashing into another tree. Lexi rolled over onto her hands and knees and coughed, trying to regain her breath. 
“Coward,” Draxis growled. “You kill our father, but you won't fight me?” 
“Please, Draxis,” Lexi cried as he swung his foot, catching her in the ribs. “I don't want to fight
you.” 
“That's because you are a coward!” He kicked her again. She took the kick to the ribs and flew
across the ground again, rolling a few times, but this time she managed to land in a crouch. Draxis smiled as he saw the look of defiance in her eye. He had always wanted to fight Lexi, in the hope she might prove a challenge to his strength, but his mother had forbidden it. He strode toward her, expecting her to attack, but she bowed her head instead. 
“I am sorry, Draxis,” Lexi said. “I didn't know it was him, but it is no excuse. I will never kill
anyone, ever again. Please, forgive me.” 
Draxis laughed. His sister, if she truly was that, was the most ridiculous creature he had ever
encountered. He could not even fathom how the girl could be related to him. The fact that his mother had spawned such a weak-minded thing as this was both embarrassing and infuriating at the same time. He
looked down at the girl kneeling on the ground before him and was overcome by disgust. 
“That's it,” Draxis told her. “Begging in the dirt is what you deserve. It's where you belong. You
don't deserve to lead. You don't deserve respect. You're nothing more than a little worm.” 
He kicked her again. Lexi tumbled over, landing on her back and he leapt upon her and began to
punch her face. She tried to block him with her arms and hands but the fury of his blows was too much. He pummelled her until her arms fell to her sides and she stopped moving. Breathing heavily from the
exertion, Draxis stared down at the battered and bloodied figure beneath him and smiled, then he spit on her face and watched the thick mass of saliva running down the bloody flesh of her cheek. Lexi did not
move and he could tell that she was barely breathing. Draxis pushed himself to his feet. 
He stood over his sister, staring at her for a few moments, then he extended the claws in his hand. It
wound not do to have her show up at the palace like this. Even though he knew his mother was as
disappointed in the girl as he was, he also knew Calexis would not be pleased to find out he had gone
against her orders and fought with his sister. It would be better for everyone that she was dead. Draxis dropped to one knee and raised his arm. In one quick slash, he aimed his claws at his sister's exposed
neck. He was surprised when his hand stopped just short of its target. He looked down and saw a hand, 
gripping his wrist. Lexi's eyes opened and stared at him with a fierce look Draxis had never seen before. 
For a moment, Draxis felt a sensation he had never experienced, the feeling that he might be in danger. 
Her grip tightened and Draxis felt the bones in his forearm flex as if they would break and, the next
moment, he was flung through the air. He threw his arms out and twisted, trying to right himself as he
crashed to the ground. He sprung to his feet without a moment's pause, ready for an attack, but it never came. Draxis looked at the spot where Lexi had lain on the ground only a moment ago and saw that she
was gone. 
Draxis stalked around the area, sniffing and listening to see if he could find some sign of his sister, but she had completely disappeared. He wondered why, if she had such strength, she would run away
from him. All he had wanted since they were young was to fight someone who could match his strength
and his speed. And now, even though he had beaten her nearly to death, Lexi had shown the kind of
strength he himself had. For a moment he almost felt some respect for her, but that sentiment quickly faded as he thought about how weak-minded she really was. Someone who does not want to fight had no place
in his court, no matter how strong that person might be. 
Snorting his derision, Draxis gave up the search for his sister and wandered back to the area where
his soldiers awaited him. When he saw the body of the dead Darga, Draxis was irritated that his sister
had stolen this kill from him, but he decided it would not matter since Razak's head was still intact. He extended the claws on one of his hands, his pointed fingernails growing long like so many daggers, and in a clean slice, he cut the Darga's head from his shoulders. He picked up the head in his hand and tossed it to one of the soldiers who barely managed to catch it as blood splattered the leather and metal of his
armor. 
Soon, Draxis would go to the Darga lands and he would claim his lordship over the tribes of the
Black and the Brown, the heads of their leaders proof of his right to rule. Not that it would matter, for now that he had fought two of the strongest Darga and easily killed one of them, he was confident that any who might seek to challenge him would meet the same fate. It still bothered him that Razak did not die by his hand and he sniffed the air for any sign of his sister, but there was nothing. He turned and looked at the soldiers, imagining how easily he could cut their flesh and crush their bones. Even with the armor they wore, they would be no match for him, and now that he had enjoyed even the briefest moment of having a
proper adversary, the idea of killing the weak soldiers no longer appealed to him. The two Darga, who
his mother had said were the leaders of their tribes, the fierce warriors who had fathered him, should
have offered something of a challenge as adversaries, but he had been disappointed. And Lexi had run
away, so he had no one upon which to expend his energy and his desire to fight. Draxis comforted himself with the fact that in a matter of days he would be setting off to war with Kandara and he wondered if they might have any among them who were worthy to meet him in battle. 
“Come,” Drakis said to his soldiers. “Let us return.” 
“Yes, Prince Draxis,” said the commander and the group of solders followed the Xallan prince
back through the trees, across the swamp and made their way toward the city. 
Perched on a high branch in one of the taller trees in the forest, Lexi watched as her brother stalked
away with his entourage of soldiers. As much as she hurt from what her brother had done to her, Lexi was more upset that he had come out here at all. She had taken to the forest to get away from Draxis and from everyone at the palace and the city, where she knew she was not wanted. The forest was peaceful and
quiet usually, an open refuge where she would not be looked upon with scorn or derision. It was the only place where she had felt a little happiness, but it was a sanctuary no longer. 
This day, she had fought with her own brother and she had accidentally killed her own father. She
thought about the Darga and felt sad that such a thing would have happened. Even though it was an
accident, Lexi was still ashamed that she had not been able to control her strength and Razak had died
because of it. She had been afraid when he attacked her and she only wanted to stop him, but something
deep within her told her to kill and that was exactly what she had done. At first, Lexi had wondered why the Darga had attacked her, but now that she had seen Draxis take his head, she understood. Razak was
trying to escape Draxis and, when he had run into her in the forest, he had probably just thought she was a threat. The Darga had said as much just before he died. It was a mistake. Lexi had made mistakes like that before and this was not the first time someone had ended up dead. 
Not so long ago, when she was younger, she had killed many others. They had been people who
served her mother and who had only been trying to help her, but sometimes, because she was afraid, or
because she did not understand her own strength, Lexi had quickly discovered how easily she could hurt
people. She also discovered that did not like it, and she tried to avoid it but it happened sometimes. Even though she never hurt anyone on purpose, it was not long before she began to smell fear on the people at the palace when they were around her and, before long, she also began to sense their unspoken hatred and revulsion toward her. 
The worst part was, the first few times she made those kinds of mistakes, her mother had praised
her for it. Her brother Draxis had even cheered her on, at one point even suggesting that they have a
competition over who could kill the most people. When Calexis had heard about her son's idea, she had
forbidden it as being impractical. They were only allowed to kill when she told them to do so. But when Lexi's mother had commanded her to kill people like the instructors who were supposed to teach her
things or the people who had displeased the queen, Lexi had refused. Calexis was not pleased, and after a while, Lexi had become an outcast. Permitted to exist by her mother, but ignored by most except her
brother who would do his best to antagonize her whenever she was unfortunate enough to run into him, 
Lexi had taken to spending most of her time on her own, wandering through the forests outside the city. 
As ashamed as Lexi was about what had happened this day, she was also angry. Draxis had tricked
her into feeling even guiltier about killing Razak but now she knew he was only angry that he had not been the one to do it. From what she had learned about Darga culture, her brother would probably display
Razak's head for all to see and claim leadership of the Darga tribe. That was what he wanted, to have
power and to kill. Lexi hated him for that and she hated her mother for encouraging it. She realized that Calexis was no different, always conspiring with her generals and the mage-priests on how to take more
power from people who lived in faraway lands. It seemed that was all anyone thought about, was how to
hurt other people and how to take from them. It made no sense to her and she could not understand why
things had to be that way. 
From her vantage point up in the treetop, Lexi looked in the direction of the city and she realized
that she did not want to go back there. She looked all around at the land and the distant horizon and
decided she would leave and go far away from her brother, her mother, and all the people like them. She wondered if there were people in the world who did not want to hurt others for no reason, people who
just lived their lives without fighting all the time. As she thought about it, she remembered her mother saying the people of the west were weak and Calexis had called them pathetic, the same thing Draxis had called her. Lexi took a deep breath and felt a spike of pain from her bruised ribs. Her brother had hurt her very badly but she was a fast healer and Lexi knew her injuries were not too serious. She jumped down
from the top of the tree, making her way from branch to branch as she descended to the forest floor and, once her feet hit the ground, she headed west, away from everything she had ever known. 
CHAPTER TWELVE
“Olgar the Dog. Now he’s a big man!” Malek said, pointing out one of the names on the list of
fighters that was posted on a wall. “I saw him fight three summers ago. Crushed a man’s skull with one
blow of his axe.” 
He frowned when he saw another name then turned away from the wall, shaking his head. They had
arrived at the desert city of Forsina the night before and Malek had managed to convince the dock master to let him tie his boat on the agreement that he would pay the fee before the day was out. It had taken some talking to come to the arrangement but Malek had been to Forsina many times before and was well known
at the docks for always having dealt fairly so an exception was made, a rare thing in a city where money in hand was considered the only thing of any value. 
Getting an early start on the day, Aaron and Carly accompanied Malek to the center of town where
the fighting circles were located. The area was a large, open square that was surrounded by taverns and tables where vendors were already beginning to set up their wares in anticipation of the fights that would begin later in the day. At the center of the area were a series of stone circles embedded in the ground, five in total. In between the fighting circles, there was a kind of rounded wall of stone that was greyish-black, its color contrasting with the light brown sand of the town. As they drew near to the wall, Aaron could see why it was so much darker than everything around it. The names of the fighters were written in
charcoal on the rough stone and, from the faded smudges, it was obvious that people had been writing on the wall for some time. Malek stared at the list of names and grunted then he spit on the ground, looking perturbed. 
“Is there a problem?” Aaron asked. 
“You might say that.” 
“Well, what is it?” Carly prompted, glancing at the list to see if she could figure out what had him
so worried. 
“Kasha,” he said, pointing at a name on the wall. “I didna' think he'd be here.” 
“Who is Kasha?” Aaron asked. Malek turned and stared at Aaron with a look of incredulity then he
laughed and threw up his hands in disbelief. 
“Who is Kasha, he asks. The boy’s doomed, and now I've got to find another way to pay the fees on
my ship.” Malek trudged away across the dusty square. 
“So, who is he?” Aaron asked Carly this time. She shrugged and they both followed after Malek. 
“Malek,” Carly called after him. “Who is Kasha?” 
“Don't bother me, I'm getting a drink,” he grunted and kept walking. 
“There was a tavern right there?” Carly told him, pointing back the way they had come. 
“Too expensive. I'm going to need every coin I've got if I'm going to get my ship back.” 
“Okay,” Carly said as she ran around in front of him, standing in his way. “There's something
wrong, but how can we fix it if you don't tell us what the problem is? Now tell me, who is this Kasha
who's got your bits in a knot?” 
“Kasha is…” Malek paused, shaking his head again. “Kasha might be the greatest living sword
fighter anywhere, in any land. No one can beat him. Fools from all around wait around in this town, 
sometimes for months, hoping to lay a challenge on Kasha and most get dropped in the dirt and count
themselves lucky if they don't get killed. Now do you see the problem?” 
“Come on,” Carly said, putting her hand on his chest, holding him back. “How do you know Aaron
isn't better?” Malek glanced at Aaron and almost laughed. 
“I mean ye no offense, but if you can last even a ten count in the circle with Kasha, I'll eat my hat,” 
Malek said. “Now get out of my way so I can get a drink and figure out who to bet on in the fights.” 
Malek pushed past Carly and headed toward a shabby looking desert cantina. Aaron felt his spirits
sink. From his time at the Academy he had discovered that after the years of training Tarnath made him
do, he was pretty good with a sword, but he was not so sure about fighting the greatest living swordsman. 
Carly turned and looked at him with an expression of consternation and Aaron could not tell if she as
angry or not. 
“What do we do now?” Carly asked. 
“We don't have much of a choice,” Aaron said. “I'll try my best.” 
“I'm going for a walk,” Carly told him. “I need to think. You figure out how to get your name on that
list and then rest or stretch or do whatever you need to do to be ready to fight.” 
“Are you sure you'll be all right?” Aaron asked, looking around at the motley looking people
making their way about the town. 
“I'll be fine,” Carly said, patting her legs where her weapons were hidden under her skirts. "I have my daggers." She smiled at him then, with a pensive furrow to her brow, she turned and walked across the dusty street. 
Carly wandered through the dusty streets of the town, stopping at a few taverns and food stalls to
talk with some of the proprietors and local vendors about the fights and how things worked. She learned that there were several different kinds of bets one could make on the fights. The most straightforward, was to bet on a fighter to win a single match, but the possible prize money was relatively small, especially in the earlier fights of the day. The least straightforward was to bet on predictions of how a fighter would fare and at what point would be defeated, which was the most popular form of betting among the traders
at Forsina, who kept informed about the various fighters, many of whom had fought in the circles before. 
Carly flirted with one of the vendors, coaxing him to sell her a spiced meat pie, a wedge of cheese
and some bread, all for a few copper coins. He was an older man, thin and tall, with the tanned skin of the Ansari desert people and he had worked his food stall at Forsina for many years and regularly placed bets on the fighters. With a little flattery about how knowledgeable he appeared to be about the fights, Carly learned about the way the betting odds worked and who were some of the regulars and favorites to win in different matches. The vendor had already heard that Kasha would be fighting in the circles and he
confirmed what Malek had said about the legendary swordfighter. 
With her bundle of food in hand, Carly made her way toward the docks where Malek's small ship
was moored along with various other boats and barges. She stared at the vessel, frustrated about the
position they were in. Even if they managed to pay the dock fees, if they could not resupply, there would be very little chance of making the journey to the coast and beyond, and Carly did not want to go back to doing the sorts of things she had once done when she needed money. She hoped Aaron would be able to
win enough matches to at least take some prize money and that between the few coins she had left and
whatever Malek was willing to bet, that they might win enough on the odds to get back underway. 
The sun was already high in the sky and the matches would begin at midday, so Carly decided to
find somewhere to eat the food she had bought. She wandered upriver from the docks, following a path
that ran along the edge of the water and over some rocky bluffs that dropped back down into a clearing
with a few scraggly trees near a pool that had been formed by the erosion of the riverbank. She noticed a neatly folded bundle of fabric and a leather sack sitting at the foot of one of the trees, along with two swords in their scabbards leaning against its trunk. By the time she noticed the ripple in the water near the edge of the pool, there was already a knife at her throat. Carly cursed herself for having been taken by surprise. She would have pulled her daggers but she was surprised when her attacker had leapt from the
water almost silently with barely a splash, naked and bearing a long, curved knife. Carly turned and
smiled, still holding her bundle of food, and she looked into the green eyes of the woman who now had
her at knife point, perfectly still but for the rivulets of water running down the curves of her dark tanned skin. The woman said something in a language Carly recognized as that of the Ansari people, but she only knew a few words and did not understand what she had said. 
“I'm sorry if I intruded,” Carly told her. “I meant no offense.” 
“What are you doing here,” the woman asked, switching to the common Maramyrian that Carly
spoke. 
“I was looking for a quiet place to eat,” Carly said. “I would be willing to share if you decided not
to kill me.” 
The woman glanced at the bundle in Carly's hand, then she stepped back, removing the knife from
her throat. 
“You are not of Ansara,” the woman said. 
“No,” Carly replied. “Just stopped in Forsina for a day or two.” 
“You carry weapons." It was more of a statement than a question. Carly figured it was probably
best not to lie. 
“I am sure you would agree, a girl has to protect herself.” The woman laughed. “I thought Farsina
was a pretty safe place, what with all the fighters around,” Carly said. 
“Farsina is safe,” She told them. “But the desert is not. You are not in Farsina now. 
“I should ask Malek more specifically where we should and should not go,” Carly said, thinking
aloud. 
“I know of him,” the woman said. “He is a trader and a pirate. You are his woman, then?” 
“Malek’s women?” Carly scoffed. “In his wildest dreams, Malek would not even dare. My friend
and I are travelling with him, that is all.” 
“Good. Malek is a pig. He even looks like a pig,” the woman said as she stepped over to the tree
and crouched down next to her clothes. She placed her knife on the ground next to her and began to put on her undergarments. Carly laughed and took a few steps away then sat down on a rocky outcropping and
began unfolding the cloth bundle in which she had wrapped her food. 
“Now that you mention it, he does sort of look like a pig, doesn’t he?” Carly pulled out a piece of
cheese and some bread, breaking them both in half. “Would you care for some food?” 
“I would be very pleased. Thank you.” Still only wearing her underclothes, the woman slipped her
knife into a leather sheath and strapped it to her leg then she walked over and sat down on the rock next to Carly and took the bread and cheese she offered. 


*****
Aaron had asked around with a few of the local shops and discovered that all he had to do to enter
the fights was to put his name and where he was from on the stone at the center of the fighting circles. 
They also told him that once he put his name on the stone, the only way he could exit the fights was to lose a match or to win, which at first seemed simple. Aaron figured he could fight in a few matches and, 
assuming he won the fights, hopefully Carly and Malek could win enough coin that they could be on their way. However, he discovered that the only way to lose a match was to be beaten to the point of

unconsciousness or death, which made the idea of losing a whole lot less appealing. 
Aaron asked what would happen to a fighter who simply decided not to fight and he was told half
the city would make sure he never fought again. Because of the money surrounding the fights, if a fighter were to lose on purpose or quit fighting, it would make it impossible to run all the bets, so the rule was; once a person entered the circles, the only way out was by legitimately winning or losing. Aaron
scratched 'Antal' the name Carly had given him onto the stone with a piece of coal that lay on the ground, and he also wrote 'Ashford' as the place where he was from. Immediately, a young Ansari boy appeared
from one of the nearby buildings, ran over to the stone, looked at what Aaron had written, then ran off again. Aaron watched as the boy entered the various taverns one by one then made his way through the
nearby vendors, letting them all know about the latest entrant. 
Around midday, a few people began to mill around the area surrounding the circles. Carly and
Malek reappeared and the old trader brought two large flagons with him, handing one to Aaron. 
“Water for you,” Malek said, “and ale for me! You win enough fights to get us out of here then you
can have all the ale you want.” 
“How many fights do I have to win?” Aaron asked. 
“Best not to think about it,” Malek told him. 
“Just do your best,” Carly said. 
“Thanks,” Aaron said, then he drank some of he water. 
A heavyset man with tattoos on his face and arms appeared from one of the taverns, carrying a piece
of parchment. He walked over to the stone at the center of the circles, compared the names with the ones written on the sheet in his hand, then he picked up a handful of sand and scrubbed the names off the stone. 
“Welcome to the Circles of Forsina!” the man called out, his deep voice booming across the open
area. “The lists have been set and the rules are simple. Fight until you win or fall and anyone leaving the circle without losing or winning is fair game!” 
“Fair game? What does that mean?” Aaron asked Malek. 
“It means you fight until the end,” Malek told him, glancing at the gathering crowd, who all had their
hands resting on daggers, swords and other weapons. 
Aaron decided it was probably best not to think about it and he focused on what the officator was
saying. 
“The first match will be between Antal of Ashford and Warg of Forsina!” yelled the officiator. 
A short, stocky man carrying two curved daggers walked into main circle at the center of the
fighting area and he grinned brown teeth at the crowd of people, who cheered him on. Warg was
obviously known in Forsina as a local and had his supporters. Aaron was about to enter the circle when
he felt a twinge at the back of his neck and he saw a man wrapped in a black desert clothes approach
walk over to stand with the officiator and a few other people who had gathered around him. 
“Who is that man there?” Aaron asked Malek, pointing at the black, clothed man. 
“He’s the one who patches you up when you get cut. A healer, magic man of sorts,” 
Malek told him. “Don't worry, he's got plenty of experience.” Malek laughed then took a swig from
his flagon. 
Aaron took a deep breath, letting go of the tension and willing his power to be still then he walked
into the circle and drew one of his swords, the ruby-pommelled blade, its hilt wrapped in leather. 
In an instant, the short man, Warg, leapt at Aaron. Aaron spun back, narrowly dodging a swing of
the man’s sharp daggers. He swung his sword at Warg, flicking the blade at him and driving him back. 
The short man ducking easily under it, but it gave Aaron enough time to find his ground. Aaron lunged
again and Warg caught his blade on the cross piece of one of his daggers and stepped under to swing his other dagger at Aaron’s ribs. Aaron stepped back and angled his sword down and over the crosspiece of
the man’s dagger then he drove forward. A cut appeared on Warg’s forearm and he leapt back, cursing. 
“Looks like your boy can fight a bit,” Malek observed, his eyes fixed on the match. 
Carly hoped Aaron was good enough to go the distance. She had made several different bets on him, 
all of which meant he had to make it nearly to the end if she would see any kind of winnings. 
“I told you he could fight,” she said. 
Carly had not fought with her own daggers or any other weapon for a long time and, without regular
practice, she knew she would not have lasted very long against the man Aaron faced. While Carly's own
skills might have fallen away to some extent, she could still recognize the movements of a skilled figher and, in a different life, when her skills were sharp, she probably could have beaten him, but now she
cringed as Warg's daggers swiped at Aaron, some of them coming painfully close to cutting and stabbing
him. 
Aaron dodged and parried Warg's attacks, getting a feel for the rhythm of the smaller man's style. In
between deflecting and stepping just out of reach of Warg's attacks, Aaron made a few tentative swipes
and jabs at him, testing his defenses. It was not long before Aaron began to recognize the patterns in
Warg's movements and he stepped up his speed and began to attack more aggressively. Even though his
opponent was aiming for vital areas with his attacks, which seemed a little excessive for a competition fight, Aaron tried to stick to attacks that would not result in the man's death. Repeatedly, he cut Warg's arms, his shoulders, his ribs, his upper legs, his blade now moving faster than the two daggers. Warg was dripping blood all over the dusty ground but he kept on fighting, attacking more and more aggressively
even though he should be slowing down from the blood loss alone. Aaron was impressed with how tough
the little man was but it was becoming more and more difficult to cut him without doing serious damage. 
Aaron attacked with a quick series of short thrusts and slashes, then he stepped back, using Warg's
aggressiveness and shorter reach against him, luring him forward just enough that the little man's face was extended forward. Aaron knocked Warg's daggers aside, shifted his grip on his sword and, with his fist
around its hilt, punched the man between the eyes. Warg's eyes rolled up into the back of his head and, a moment later, he fell backwards, landing flat on the ground. Cheers erupted from parts of the crowd while others jeered. Aaron lifted his sword then turned and exited the Circle. A moment later, Warg was carried from the circle over to a bench where the man in the black robes began to heal his many cuts. 
“Well done boyo!” Malek said, clapping him on the back. “Way to knock him dead, or at least out. 
I’ll say you’re a far cry better than the little dagger man, a far cry better!” 
Aaron smiled but he could feel the pain at the back of his skull as the healer began his work and he
wanted to leave. 
“How long until I fight again?” Aaron asked. 
“Nine other fights will happen before the next round,” Carly told him. 
“Good. I'm going to for a walk.” 
“I'll come with you,” Carly said. 
“Don't wander too far. Some of these fights won't last long!” Malek called after Aaron as he and
Carly walked away from the fighting circles. 
Aaron hoped some distance between him and the healer would help. As soon as they were away
from the circles, he felt the tension in his neck begin to subside. Carly noticed the difference in his expression and she also noticed a few of the minor nicks Aaron had received were also healing
unnaturally fast. 
“Maybe it's none of my business," Carly said, “but a few moments ago, your hand was bleeding and
now it looks like it has never been cut. That's a neat trick.” 
“It's a painful trick,” Aaron told her. “And it isn't something I'm doing on purpose. It just happens.” 
“So you're a mage?” 
“No.” 
“But that's magic, Aaron,” Carly said. “There's no mistaking it.” 
“Maybe it is, ” Aaron replied, “but it isn't something I know much about. Mostly it's painful, 
especially around people who use magic.” 
“The healer...” 
“The healer,” Carly said. 
“Yes.” Aaron leaned against the outside wall of a tavern. “Something else, too.” Aaron had felt
something when he stepped into the circle, and even though it had not been painful like when the healer had begun his work, it had thrown him off for a moment. “I don't know what it was. Something feels
different about the ring, like there is a great sadness there. Maybe I was imagining things, but it was just enough to distract me at first,” he told her. “That Warg was really fast.” 
“But you were faster,” Carly said, letting him change the subject. “A lot faster.” 
“I guess.” Aaron shrugged. He still felt badly about how much the man had bled, just so they could
get some money. 
A group of men, all dressed in Ansari desert robes, walked over to where he and Carly stood. 
“Please excuse us, Antal of Ashford,” one of the men said. “We observed your fight and would like
to offer you our services.” 
“What services would those be?” Carly asked, giving them a suspicious look. 
“You might have need of things,” the man said to Aaron and ignoring Carly. 
“What would I need?” Aaron asked. 
“Herbs to rejuvenate you and make you strong,” one of the other men said, “or an elixer so you do
not tire.” He pulled a glass vial containing a light green liquid from his robes. 
“And why would I trust that whatever is in that vial would not do the opposite?” 
The man took a step back. 
“We would do no such thing,” he said, outrage creeping into his voice. “It is not permitted.” 
“Just because you say something is not permitted doesn't mean you aren't just saying that,” Carly
told them. 
“You do not know Ansari,” one of the men told her. 
“No, I don't,” Carly said. “And maybe if we all knew each other a little better, drinking some
strange potion might sound like a better idea, but at the moment, it doesn't.” 
“Why are you offering to help me?” Aaron asked, trying to be diplomatic. 
“We have picked you to win the next match,” the man with the vial admitted. 
“So you say,” Carly interjected suspiciously but she bit her tongue when Aaron threw her a look. 
“Thank you for your confidence,” Aaron said, smiling at them. “I will win the next match, but I do
not need a special potion, just skill with a blade.” 
The Ansari looked at each other then they smiled at Aaron, seemingly pleased with what he had
said. 
“You will make an honorable champion,” the first man said. “I am proud to wager on your sword. 
We will leave you now.” They bowed their heads briefly then the group of them turned and walked away. 
They passed Malek, who had come to look for Aaron and Carly. 
“I see those Ansari found you,” Malek commented. 
“Do you know what they wanted?” Carly asked. “It seemed like they wanted to cheat at the fights
somehow, with potions and such.” Malek laughed. 
“It isn't really cheating,” Malek said. “At least, it isn't considered to be cheating. It's permitted to use enhancements, potions, magic, whatever you want, to win in the circles. Many of the fighters use such things, but they are usually very expensive so they'll sign a contract with one of the merchant gamblers to keep them supplied. The problem is they'd basically be buying you.” 
“Buy him?” Carly asked. 
“It's a contract,” Malek said. “They supply what you need to win, and with a bit of luck you win
matches and they win money.” 
“What happens if you lose?” Aaron asked. 
“That can get ugly,” Malek said, tipping his flagon over his mouth and drinking the last few drops. 
“Those potions they use are not very kind to your innards. Once you start taking them, it's almost
impossible to stop.” 
“Why would anyone agree to that?” Aaron asked. 
“Those merchants offer a whole new level of wealth,” Malek explained. “Fighters will work for
them and tour the twelve circles, Forsina being just one of them, and they'll win many a coin for their sponsors. In return the sponsors, who place enormous bets on their fighters, give the fighters a share in the profits. That share can sometimes be more money than a fighter would otherwise see over a lifetime.” 
“Well, that certainly isn't our concern,” Carly said. “We just need to win enough to get out of here. 
Did you make enough of a bet to cover our fees?” 
“Carly, you know the numbers on that fight were small,” Malek said. “The bigger money comes
later.” 
Malek was right. Even if she had the coin to place the maximum bet on Aaron's last fight, she would
only have won enough for a good meal and an overnight stay at one of the town's nicer inns. 
“How many fights are left until the next round?” Aaron asked. 
“Five more,” Malek told him. 
“Four matches done already? That was fast,” Carly said. 
“They were all new entrants. The next five will take a might longer, but you'd best freshen up. 
They'll be calling for you soon. I fancy another flagon so I'll be off.” 
Malek headed toward the door of the tavern. 
“Malek,” Aaron said, and the man stopped for a moment. “If those Ansari wanted me to become
their fighter, then why would they so pleased that I turned them down?” 
“You don't know the Ansari,” Malek said with a laugh. 
“What does that mean?” Carly asked. 
“Old stories and legends,” Malek said with a shrug. “They have their own ways, and I don't even
pretend to understand them, but I'll tell you one thing, it's a rare thing when someone turns them down and I don't think they like it when that happens.” 
“Why the big smiles then?” Carly asked. 
“I think they were just smiling on the outside,” Malek said. “Now I'm dying of thirst on the inside, 
so I'm getting another ale before the next fight. Just remember, nothing among the Ansari is what it seems. 
No one really knows the Ansari, except maybe the Ansari.” 
Malek pushed open the door to the tavern and went inside. Aaron and Carly made their way back to
the area where the fighting circles were. Aaron had thought the matches would take place in the other
rings but it seemed like the fights were all in the same ring he had fought Warg, who he notice was back on his feet and gave Aaron a dark look when he saw him. They saw the group of Ansari merchants
standing with a larger group of their people, watching the match. A few of them nodded at Aaron when he approached the crowd and he saw them pointing him out to the others they were with. 
The twinge at the base of Aaron's skull returned shortly after they returned to the area, where the
crowd had begun to thicken with more spectators. The pain subsided again once the healer had finished
working his magic on one of the other contestants who had been badly injured. Even though the man had
stopped using his power, Aaron still felt something tugging at his mind. There were still three fights
remaining before the next round so Aaron reached out very gently with his power, listening, hoping to find the source of the energy, and a feeling of sadness cried out silently, echoing in Aaron’s mind. With his power, he could feel it like a current under his feet and it was as though he was standing in an ocean
instead of on the dry dirt of the city, but instead of an ocean of water, it was an ocean of blood. Aaron looked around at the crowd and from what he could tell, every one was in high spirits. No one seemed to have noticed the underlying sorrow of the place. Even the mage in charge of healing seemed oblivious to it. Malek returned with a fresh flagon of ale. Aaron wondered if he might know any of the history of the city. 
“Malek.” The pirate turned and belched. “Was there ever a different city here? Before it was called
Forsina?” 
Malek scratched his head. 
“I heard it said once that this was the place where the western capital of the Ansari kingdom once
stood. They had a bunch of different cities, and more than one king. I don't rightly understand it. Of course that was before most of them ran off to the desert and became nomads.” 
Aaron remembered a few mentions of the old kingdom of the desert from his studies but it was not
one of the subjects he had learned much about. 
“What happened to the city?” he asked. Malek shook his head. 
“I don't rightly know,” Malek said. “Maybe the desert swallowed it up. The story I heard, the cities
disappeared long ago and the circles are all that's left. Why don’t you ask one of the Ansari if you’re so curious.” 
“Maybe I’ll do that,” Aaron said. 
“Let me know if you learn something useful,” Malek said. “And try not to get yourself killed in the
next fight.” 
Over the course of the afternoon, Aaron won his next three fights, each of the fighters proving more
skilled than the last, but none of them particularly difficult to beat. Because he had entered the competition as an unknown fighter, the betting odds had initially favored his opponents, which meant the money Carly had bet quickly grew to a sizeable sum. Now that the crowd had seen Aaron's swordsmanship, the odds
for subsequent bets were shifting around, making for an exciting day both in terms of the fights and in terms of the betting. 
It was late in the day and Aaron had just finished fighting a large pale-skinned man with a beard, 
who wielded a large battleaxe. The man reminded Aaron of Matthius, who he had met back in Ashford, 
which seemed like a lifetime ago and he thought about Ehlena and hoped she was somewhere safe, 
wondering if he might see her again some day, and he realized he missed her precociousness and the
contrasting innocence of her delicate features. Aaron almost felt badly about defeating the fighter, but it could not be helped. He was not about to get wounded by an opponent just to get out of the rest of the
fighting. 
Besides, the few cuts and scrapes he had managed to receive were taking their toll as his power
began to grow in pressure as it healed him and the pain in his head was getting worse. During this last fight, Aaron found himself reeling when the healer used some additional power to mend a particularly
nasty gash in one of the other fighters who had lost a previous bout. He wanted to say something to the man, but Aaron decided the less he dealt with mages, the better. Now that his match was complete, Aaron walked to the boards to find out who he was supposed to fight next. 
Carly joined him, having grown tired of Malek’s increasingly drunken advances, and she found
Aaron standing at the stone in the center of the circles, looking at the parchment that the officiator had hung on a spike. 
“You really are a very good fighter, Aaron,” Carly commented as she walked up and stood next to
him. 
“I had a good teacher,” Aaron said, still staring at the parchment. “There's no one left for me to
fight.” 
“Except one,” the officiator said, overhearing Aaron. He pulled out a quill and uncorked a vial of
ink and, holding up the parchment, he wrote a name next to Aaron's. “You will fight Kasha.” 
“Of course,” Aaron said. “Kasha is the champion.” 
“Good luck,” the man said. “You will need it.” He stopped up the vial of ink and tucked his quill
into a pocket in his vest then he threw a glance behind Aaron and Carly and walked away. 
Aaron could see his name had been written in next to Kasha's as the final match in the day's events
and both he and Carly turned to see whatever the officiator had looked at and they discovered an Ansari standing nearby, also looking at the parchment on the stone. The nomad was dressed head to toe in robes of several shades, all of them lighter or darker versions of the desert sand and Aaron imagined that the robes would be perfect for disappearing into the dusty terrain. He noticed the swords hanging at the
nomad's waist and he wondered if this might be the legendary sword fighter who he was supposed to
fight. The Ansari nodded at him, nothing more than a pair of eyes behind the wraps of cloth, then turned and walked away. 
The sun set quickly while several workers scattered fresh sand around the main fighting circle and
brushed the ground flat, using rough brooms made out of bundled sticks. Aaron waited at the edge of the ring with Carly and Malek sat nearby on a wooden crate he had found. The old pirate was deep into his
ale and the crate creaked under his weight as he lurched around on it. The break between fights was
longer, so a lot of the crowd had availed themselves of the various food and drink vendors and the smells of local spices floated along the quickly cooling night air. Finally, the officiator walked out to the center of the circle, holding a burning torch in his hand and a large flagon in the other. 
“The final fight!” he yelled and the crowd quieted. “A young warrior, new to the circles, Antal of
Ashford, a contender this day, will challenge the champion, Kasha An Ansara!” 
The crowd cheered and Aaron drew his sword then he walked into the circle, waking slowly to its
center as the officiator walked to its edge. Across the ring Aaron watched as the nomad he had seen
earlier also entered the circle. The Ansari walked casually across the brushed ground to stand just over a sword’s length from Aaron, sword in hand. 
“This fight shall last until the flames have died or a fighter has fallen,” the officiator yelled. “Now, begin!” 
He brought his torch down to the ground and touched the edge of the circle. Almost magically, the
stone burst into flame, lighting up the ground and the faces of the people gathered around to watch the fight. The nomad, Kasha, stood motionless, poised, waiting, eyes flickering in the firelight. Aaron already knew this would be a different fight from the ones he had already fought this day, not just from all the talk of Kasha, but from sensing the energy of his opponent. Unlike the other fighters, who were focused, 
determined and aggressive, Kasha was predatory, confident and calm. Aaron remembered Tarnath’s
training and breathed, focusing on his own inner circle and the people gathered round the fighting circle were silent. 
Somewhere in the town, a horse neighed softly. Aaron felt his ears drawn to the sound and in a
blink Kasha was on him, attacking in a flurry of steel. The crowd roared as the onlookers cheered the
match. Blades danced in the firelight as Aaron recovered his balance, moving his sword as fast as he
could, blocking the sharp steel of Kasha's blade as it flickered dangerously close to his face. Aaron
realized very quickly that the nomad was exceptionally skilled and it was all he could do to keep up. This would be a very different fight than the ones he had already fought. 
Kasha swung and Aaron ducked, bringing his blade up under the nomad’s reach. Instead of pulling
back, Kasha moved forward and sprung upwards, somersaulting over Aaron's sword, then stepping in, 
sliding steel across Aaron's shoulder. Aaron spun and stepped back, bringing his sword up to meet the
nomad’s blade and push it away. The crowd cheered as the first drops of blood hit the ground. The cut
was not deep but the surprise of it jolted Aaron out of his rhythm. He stopped, taking a moment as his
opponent circled around him. Aaron took a moment to breathe and focus. He felt his feet connect more
firmly with the dirt beneath him and he lunged forward, launching an attack that would seem erratic to
anyone watching and he hoped Kasha would think the same thing. 
Aaron had not fought anyone with such skill since his training with his uncle, Tarnath. Even at the
Academy, most of the fighters had predictable styles, movements they would repeat and patterns that
would begin to reveal themselves right from the start. Aaron had even found the repetitions in Nathas' 
style and the only one he had sparred with who was unpredictable had been his friend Borrican. Tarnath, on the other hand, always changed his style and made a point of being unexpected, unless he was laying a trap of some kind. It was one of the first things Aaron had learned from him, but there was also something about the way Tarnath had fought, like a style without a style that he recognized in the footsteps and
movements of his opponent. Fighting Kasha was almost like fighting Tarnath, except Kasha had a longer
reach and moved faster than the old man, with more grace and fluidity, and almost as much power. Kasha
was undoubtedly younger than Tarnath had been, but so was Aaron. Now that Aaron had found his footing
and began to revert to his training, he and Kasha traded blows a hundred times over and not one
connected with the other. Their steel flashed at one another, flickering in the flames, dazzling the
onlookers. 
Aaron watched Kasha move, like a cat in the desert, and waited, breathing patiently and matching
every stroke. There was no pattern to learn, no rhythm to take, only the search for opportunity where none was given. Finally, Aaron saw his chance and flicked his sword past the Ansari's guard. He felt his sword part the soft cotton of the nomad's desert robes and taste flesh. Kasha leapt back, and for the second time, blood dripped to the ground, this time from the Ansari's arm. The crowd was awestruck. Aaron felt a
moment's satisfaction when he saw the nomad’s sleeve darken with red but then he noticed a sting on his own forearm. He looked down and noticed that Kasha had cut him as well. It was a minor cut but still a
cut. Aaron smiled at the sword fighter. Their skills were evenly matched and it seemed he would not be
able to attack unscathed. Whether Kasha smiled back or not, Aaron could not tell because of the desert
wraps but the fighter nodded then moved in for another attack. 
They danced again, their swords a blur. Steel bit steel so rapidly the sound of it became a kind of
music, chiming in the night air. Aaron ducked, thrust, stabbed and swung, only to be met by Kasha’s blade blocking and always moving to strike, relentless. The flames were beginning to gutter but neither fighter slowed, both immersed in the battle, testing for weaknesses, pushing attacks, determined to find an
opening and hoping the other would make a mistake. Before long, the flames were completely gone then
someone shouted from the crowd and Aaron and Kasha leapt apart, both of them breathing heavily. 
They both turned as a tall, Ansari nomad with a long beard entered the circle. As the man
approached, Kasha knelt, sword still in hand but laying flat upon the earth. Aaron looked over at Malek for some indication of what he should do but the pirate was drunk and had passed out. Carly shrugged, but Aaron caught the eye of he officiator who nodded, gesturing that he should also kneel, which he did, next to his opponent. The old, nomad rested each of his hands on both their heads and said one word in Ansari. 
“Victory.” 
The crowd cheered, forgetting that the fight had ended in a draw, which would make for a mess
when it came to determining the results of the many bets that had been placed. The old man gestured for Aaron and Kasha to rise. 
“This place has not witnessed such skill in many years,” he said. “The desert honors you both.” The
old man turned to address the crowd. “Now we feast!” 
The crowd cheered with cries of 'Antal' and 'Kasha' intermixed throughout. The betting tables
quickly began doling out winnings to the appropriate parties, minus of course, their commissions for
handling the money. Those who had bet on either Aaron or Kasha to win the final round were given back
their money and the purse that was to go to the winner was split between both competitors. As they rose and left the ring, Aaron reached out and clasped Kasha’s hand and was surprised at how slender the
sword fighter's hand was, though he was not at all surprised by the iron grip that held his hand. Aaron nodded respectfully then he turned and made his way from the circle, amid the cheers from the crowd and a lot of hands clapping him on the shoulder. The group of Ansari merchants bowed their heads when he
passed them and Aaron nodded back, figuring it was probably the Ansari thing to do. He met up with
Carly and found that Malek had roused from his drunken stupor. 
“Well,” Malek said. “I figured you were done for, Antal. They tell me you made a draw with
Kasha. That's unexpected.” 
“You didn't think I would win?” Aaron asked. 
“No, I did not,” Malek said, then he took another gulp from his flagon and he turned and walked
away. 
“I have never seen such swordsmanship,” Carly said. “Where did you learn to fight like that?” 
Aaron shrugged and sheathed his sword. He took a drink from a water skin Carly handed to him. 
“I didn't know I was any good until not very long ago,” Aaron admitted. “My uncle taught me with
wooden swords ever since I can remember. We trained with steel when I was old enough, but he was
always far better than me.” 
“Your uncle must be somebody important if he's better than you.” 
“He was,” Aaron said. “It didn't stop him from getting killed though.” 
“Oh, I'm sorry.” Carly frowned but Aaron shook his head. 
“Don't worry,” he told her. “This is a time for celebrating.” 
“Well, I think he would have been proud,” Carly said. “You just fought the best fighter of Forsina
and you didn't lose.” 
“I didn't win either,” Aaron said, “but I don't much care as long as we have the money to continue
on our journey.” 
“Oh yes,” Carly said with as smile. “From the bets I made, we had enough money for that after your
third fight. The rest is profit. You also get prize money.” 
“I'm glad,” Aaron said. “Why didn't Malek seem all that pleased?” 
Carly laughed. 
“He bet against you,” she told him. “Malek lost, which means now he needs us, which means I don't
have to put up with his leering and his wandering hands. I expect he's going to get good and drunk tonight, so he'll be pretty docile tomorrow anyway.” 
Aaron accompanied Carly over to the betting tables where she collected her winnings and Aaron
received the prize money for all of the fights he had won. The money Carly had won far outweighed what
Aaron received and he could see why some fighters would team up with the traders who could make
larger wagers. Still, something about the whole thing did not sit right with him, but he let it go. They would be leaving Forsina the next day and whatever the customs of the Ansari were, they would not affect him. 
As Carly and Aaron made their way from the betting tables over to a large tavern where fire pits
had been lit outside and meat was being cooked on heavy metal grills, a hand gripped Aaron's arm. He
turned to find the fighter, Kasha walking next to him and he stopped. 
“I would speak with you,” Kasha said with a whisper. 
Carly noticed Aaron was no longer walking beside her and she turned and saw him with Kasha. 
“Aaron,” she called to him. “I'm going to enjoy the festivities here then I'll either get a room or head back to the ship. I'll see you later.” 
Aaron watched as Carly smiled, glancing briefly at the Ansari sword fighter, then turned away, 
joining up with some other people who were heading into the tavern. 
He turned back to Kasha who simply said, “Come.” 
Aaron followed the Ansari sword fighter through the buildings of the town until they reached an
open square where a rich looking tent had been erected. Two guards were posted at the entrance and
when Kasha held up a hand, the guards parted for them to enter. Aaron followed the Ansari inside. The
interior was lavishly decorated with carpets and cushions. A myriad assortment of weapons hung on a
rack in the center of the tent. He was directed to sit on a cushion while Kasha retrieved a bottle and two small glasses from a wooden box. Aaron accepted the small glass as Kasha sat down on another cushion
facing him, then unstopped the bottle and poured into each glass a clear liquid that had only the faintest scent of flowers to it. Kasha lifted the glass and Aaron did the same, then they both drank. 
Aaron sipped it at first and discovered that the drink tasted strongly of honey but had the sharp bite
of some kind of flower or sweet herbs that Aaron had never tasted before. He noticed that Kasha had
swallowed the entire glass and was unstopping the bottle to pour more so he supposed that the drink was safe but he hoped that it would not be as intoxicating as it tasted. He threw back the rest of the contents of the small glass, swallowing the liquid as it thinned in his mouth, sending warmth rushing down his throat. 
Aaron's glass was filled again almost instantly and both of them emptied their glasses again, only to have them immediately refilled. Kasha’s dark green eyes sparkled in the dim lamplight and Aaron thought he
sensed a smile beneath the desert cloth. He was starting to feel the effects of the drink and began to
wonder what Kasha looked like when, almost as though sensing his thoughts, the Ansari nomad reached
up and began to unwind the thick fabric, dropping it from head and shoulders to the carpeted floor. 
Aaron's mouth fell open when he looked upon Kasha's face. 
Kasha was a woman, and a beautiful one at that. She smiled at him, her dark green eyes twinkling
beneath the long, dark strands of hair she that had fallen across her face when she had removed her wraps. 
Aaron felt as though she was reading the thoughts that were going through his mind. Released from the
cloth that disguised her identity, her femininity was all too evident and Aaron realized he was staring. He tried to avert his eyes but the woman reached forward and kissed him, deeply, powerfully on the mouth. 
Overwhelmed, partly by surprise and possibly by the effects of the strong drink that was making his vision become blurry, Aaron found himself succumbing to her passion. He could taste a saltiness on her lips
along with the sweetness of the drink that lingered in her mouth and on her tongue that gently teased
between his lips, grazing his teeth. After what seemed like an eternity that was far too short, she gently bit his lip then pulled away, sitting as staring at him. Aaron smiled and wondered if he looked as awkward as he felt. He took another swallow of the drink, but only half of the glass. 
“The drink,” she said. “Does it please you?” 
Aaron cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said, taking another sip. “It's very strong. What's in it?” 
“Many secrets,” she said, smiling and Aaron found himself staring at her lips. 
Aaron felt a mild ache in the back of his neck and worried that one of his headaches might come
over him, but it did not seem to be getting any worse. He wondered if maybe the mage was nearby or if it was just the drink that was affecting him. 
“You're Kasha?” he stammered. She laughed. 
“Yes, I am Kasha. No one has ever matched me with a blade in the Circle.” She told him, her voice
as rich as her hair was thick. “Only my master could best me with steel and I have waited long for a man of such skill.” Aaron coughed nervously; he felt a long way from the little cottage near Ashford where he had been raised. 
“You are very good.” Aaron could not think of anything else to say. Kasha laughed. 
“I am the best,” she said. “And so are you.” 
“Thank you,” Aaron said, feeling awkward again. Kasha smiled and leaned in, gripping the back of
his head in her long fingers and kissing him again. After a moment, she released him. “Thank you,” he
repeated, as it was all he could think to say. 
She took his hand and rose. Aaron followed as she led him through another fold in the fabric of the
large tent. Inside was a large, wide cushion, a bed. Kasha pushed him onto it and Aaron fell back atop the soft, thick mat, with hardly the will to argue. She loosened her robes as she crawled on top of him. Aaron saw that she had tightly wrapped her chest with thick strips of heavy cloth, and she slowly unwound them, releasing her round, ample breasts that now hovered over him as she began to work his belt loose. 
Aaron closed his eyes, feeling a little light headed from the drink and he could hear the celebration
outside. He felt Kasha's breath upon his cheek and her strong hands reached past his belt, searching, and Aaron opened his eyes to see hers staring back at him. She pressed her mouth onto his and lowered her
warm body onto him, and the sounds of the city quickly faded away. 


****
Aaron awoke and found Kasha asleep next to him. Her tan skin was smooth across her face and her
body, which was relaxed, free of the tension it had held earlier. During he day, Forsina had been hot, a true desert place, but now that it was night, the air had cooled considerably. A slight draft of air flickered past the candles that lit the tent and sent goose bumps across Kasha's arm and tightened one of her thick protruding nipples. Aaron felt like it might be wrong of him to stare at her while she slept, but he enjoyed the shape of her hip as it ran down to the curve of her thigh. He was no less naked, still with a layer of sweat on his chest from their exertions that had not lasted nearly as long as they had in the fighting circle, but for some reason it sapped them of their endurance. 
Another gust of cool air snuck into the room and Kasha stirred a little, trying to dig under the sheets that had fallen from the mattress. She nestled closer to him and Aaron carefully reached over and pulled the sheets back onto the bed, covering them both. He lay his head back onto a cushion and listened to the sounds of the city. The night was late and the festivities had died down but he could hear one of the
Ansari plucking a strange sounding tune on a stringed instrument. Aaron heard the mating sounds of
another man and woman coming from somewhere nearby and he smiled and took a deep breath, thinking
about how he and Kasha had only a short while ago been doing the same. 
Just the thought of it aroused him again and Aaron pulled the sheet up over his head and gazed at the
woman sword fighter. In the candlelight that shone through the fine sheet, he could see how fit and strong her body was, that of a warrior yet supple and curved how Aaron imagined a dancer might look. Kasha
stirred next to him and Aaron saw one of her eyes open a crack. As much as he could see her in the dim
light under the sheets, Kasha could also see him and she did not fail to notice that he was ready for her again. She gently reached an arm over his chest and slid her muscled thigh over him and Aaron found
himself lost again, no longer hearing the sounds of the city or the other people; only the sound of
breathing, heartbeats and wet skin and flesh moving together as one. 


****
It was morning and the sun was already high in the sky when Aaron finally awoke. His whole body
was sore and drained but, somehow, even though he had barely slept, he felt strangely refreshed. Kasha
was up already and Aaron watched her from the sheets. She had not yet dressed and was doing a series of exercises, steps and poses that looked familiar to Aaron, her naked body tight and muscled yet still soft in all the right places. She felt his eyes on him and turned to look at him. 
“These are the forms of Ansari weaponless combat. Do you recognise them?” she asked. 
“Yes. My uncle taught me something very similar when I was very young,” he told her. Kasha
nodded in approval. 
“He was a very wise man. You are lucky, Antal, for without such knowledge you would have fallen
easily to my blade.” Aaron smiled and considered what she had said. 
“I should tell you, my name is not Antal.” 
“No?” She stopped her exercises and stared at him. 
“My name is Aaron," he told her. Kasha walked over and sat down next to him on the mattress. She
put her arm around his back and placed her other hand on his inner thigh, resting it high enough to feel him becoming aroused again. She smiled and slid her hand over to hold him in her firm but gentle grasp, 
slowly moving it and leaning in to kiss his neck. 
“Good,” she whispered. “You are also honest. You will make a fine mate.” 
“A mate?” Aaron nearly choked but he was distracted by the pressure and movement of her hand
and the gentle grazing of her fingertips as they pressed tentatively into his firm flesh. “You mean you want to get married?” he asked, thinking he really should have asked more about Ansari mating customs. Kasha laughed, her rich voice with just a hint of desert sand, and she leaned on him, laying him down onto the bed. 
“Married?” She smiled, but with a look in her eye that was both amused and predatory. “No. Not in
the way you understand. We do not have this custom unless you count the many concubines of some of the
desert lords. We are mated, nothing more,” she said matter of factly and pulled the bed sheets out of the way then slid atop him again, letting Aaron feel the warmth of her skin and her wetness. “What do you
think we did all this night past?” she asked then, with her hand, she guided him inside her again. 
“I am sorry,” Aaron said, barely able to speak. “I don't know the customs of the Ansari.” 
“You don't know Ansari,” Kasha said, repeating the phrase Aaron had heard a few times. “But you
are learning.” She leaned her head down and teased one of his nipples with her tongue. 
“I suppose I am,” Aaron said. “Does this mean we are supposed to live together?” 
Kasha laughed as she slid upward and nibbled on his neck, her lower half moving powerfully in a
slow rhythm. 
“No,” she said. “It means you may bed me whenever you desire it, and I you. It is our custom. As
my mate, you are welcome in a tribal sitting among the Ansari should you desire it, if you wish to know our people.” 
“How would they know, the Ansari I mean?” Aaron asked. She sat up and began to move a little
faster now, pressing her hips down harder upon him. 
“Tell them you are mated with Kasha. They will know.” 
Aaron had more questions but he could no longer think clearly as she moved, her strong body
gripping him tightly. He could not help but push deeper inside her and her scent was intoxicating as the drink she had served him, a combination of her saltiness and his own that had permeated both their
bodies. Aaron wondered for a moment whether Carly or Malek might be worried about him but he
decided they could wait. Kasha moved faster and harder as he pushed from beneath her and a few
moments later she let out a muffled cry, putting her hand over her mouth. Her entire body shuddered and Aaron felt a warmth flood over his legs as her muscles contracted and released, gripping at him, holding him deep inside her, and he could not hold back any longer, letting go with a low moan of his own. Kasha leaned forward, her elbows on either side of his head and she kissed him gently on the mouth, her body
still moving slowly. She collapsed atop him and rested her head on his shoulder and they both lay on the mattress, breathing for a time. 
“I wish you could meet my friends,” Aaron said, then he wondered why he had said it, since the
closest thing he had to a friend in Forsian was Carly, and they had only just met. 
“I think such a thing might be difficult,” she said. 
“You don't want people to know you're a woman?” 
“There is that, and the dark-haired girl you travel with. She is your mate as well?” 
“Carly? No, we have never...mated.” 
“She wishes to be your mate,” Kasha said. “I would not tell you what to do, but she would make a
good mate.” 
“How do you know that?” Aaron was confused. “Besides, we don't just go around mating with
everyone.” 
“You have mated with me,” she said. “Why not with another who desires you?” 
“I don't know, ”Aaron said, and he really did not know. 
He had almost no experience when it came to women. There had been times when he had thought
about Ehlena in such a way and even moments with Ariana where, if circumstances were different, such
thoughts might have given rise to something more, and when Carly had pretended he was a paying
customer back at Milli's he could not help but be aroused but it had all been an act, in the hopes that Cerric's men would leave them alone. There were girls back at Ashford he had thought about, to be sure, and his friend Brian had told him stories, but living out in the middle of the woods had left him little opportunity to learn about such things. 
“Now you know,” Kasha said then, with a smile, she kissed him on the cheek and slid off of him. A
moment later, she rose from the bed and began to dress. “I hope to see you again, Aaron. You are an
interesting mate.” 
“Do you have other mates?” Aaron asked, having worked up the courage to ask what had been on
his mind. Kasha laughed as she pulled on her underclothes. 
“Would it matter if I did?” 
“I don't know,” Aaron said again. 
“You don't know Ansari,” Kasha said and she walked over to the bed and put her arms on his
shoulders, looking down at him between her breasts. “This is why I said it might be difficult. It is best we do not complicate your world. Mine is very simple. You are my mate. I am yours. Others do not matter
unless they do. If you desire me, then seek me. I will do the same, but only in the desert of Ansara.” 
She kissed him again then began to wrap the strips of cloth around her chest, pressing her breasts
flat against her ribs and. Aaron got up from the bed and Kasha directed him to a large basin of lightly fragranced water, which he splashed on his face and body then, with a cloth, he wiped away the sand and sweat from yesterday's fights and the passions of the night and morning. By the time Aaron managed to put all of his clothes on and strapped his sword belt to his waist, Kasha was already dressed in her sand
colored desert robes and had tied her hair up into the first part of her head wrap. 
“I wish we could spend more time,” Aaron told her. 
“Do not wish,” she said. “If you want me, I will be in the desert. Your path leads another way, for
now. But I will kiss you once more.” 
She did, and Aaron kissed her back and the two of them stood intertwined with one another and
breathed deeply of each other, their scents mingled and bodies knowing one another and responding to
their touch. Eventually, they disentangled themselves and stepped away. 
“I wish to know something,” Kasha said. 
“Of course,” Aaron said. 
“You said you learned the steps from your uncle. What is his name?” 
“His name was Tarnath Coromay. He was the Royal Armsmaster to King Gregor of Maramyr.” 
“Then he no longer lives.” 
“No, he died in battle,” Aaron told her.” 
“That is a shame,” she said. “I would have liked to meet him in the circles. I wonder if he would
have known my teacher.” 
“Who was your teacher?” 
“My teacher yet lives, but does not have a name.” 
“Oh,” Aaron said, confounded once more and not sure what to say to her. 
“Seek me, if you will, husband. I wish you water's grace and the wind to your heels,” she said as
she finished wrapping the cloths around her head. Then, with a nod of her head, and what Aaron thought
was a smile beneath the wrappings, she exited the tent. It was a few moments before Aaron realized what she had called him and now he was completely confused. 
He straightened up his clothes and walked out of the tent to find the guards from the night before
were gone and the streets of Forsina were already bustling with morning traffic. Aaron made his way
through the city, recognized by a few people who smiled or waved as he passed by. Aaron smiled back at
them and scanned the crowds, hoping he might catch a glimpse of Kasha, but she was nowhere to be seen. 
A short while later, he found his way to the docks and found Carly and Malek loading supplies onto the
ship. The old pirate looked a little worse for wear, and he was sweating profusely as he lugged a crate from the dock onto the ship. 
“Ah,” Malek groaned. “Glad you made it back, lad. My old bones are not made for this kind of
work in this kind of heat.” 
The morning sun was certainly warm, but the desert was still cool compared with the temperatures
it would reach by midday. Carly shook her head. 
“If you hadn't drank so much last night, you'd feel just fine, Malek.” 
“Well, either way, I'm going to go take a little rest before we shove off,” he said then he uncapped a
water skin and drained half of it as he wandered back toward the main cabin, leaving Carly and Aaron to move the rest of the crates and barrels. 
“Nice of you to join us,” Carly said, her eyes a little sharp. “I take it you had a nice visit with
Kasha. Spent the night drinking at swords or both?” 
“A little of both,” Aaron said as he grabbed one of the heavy barrels and carried it onto the ship. 
“She is very beautiful,” Carly said, her voice almost a whisper. 
“You know about...” Aaron didn't want to say her name. 
“I met her yesterday,” Carly said with a shrug. “She didn't tell me who she was, but when I saw her
at the fighting rings, I knew it was her. No fooling my eye. So, how was she? Tell me what happened. 
Don't skip on the details, either.” 
Now Aaron felt really awkward. 
“I don't really want to talk about all that,” he told her and Carly gave him a look that said she had
already figured it out. 
“Well, that does it, I suppose,” she said, a little dejectedly. 
“She did talk about you,” Aaron offered. 
“She did? What did she say?” 
Now Aaron felt even more awkward and regretted bringing it up. 
“Uh,” Aaron was not sure whether he should tell Carly and he thought about making something up, 
but he could not think of what else to tell her and it just came out. “She said you would make a good
mate.” 
“She said that?” Carly frowned and turned away. She picked up a sack of vegetables and hurriedly
carried them past him onto the ship and Aaron thought he saw tears running down her cheeks. 
They loaded the rest of the items in silence and, when they were finished, Carly took a water skin
then made her way up to the front of the ship and sat down, straddling the bowsprit. Aaron was not sure what Carly was feeling but she was clearly upset. He had thought what Kasha had told him was a
compliment about Carly, even though she had meant it as a suggestion that Aaron should spend time in bed with her. He tried to think of a way to explain it but he did not think that the things that came to mind would be helpful and might come across the wrong way. Aaron decided just to let her alone and he roused Malek from the cabin. After some grumbling from the old pirate, they pushed off from the docks of
Forsina and began to sail down the river again, leaving the desert town behind them. 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Cerric threw his goblet at the stone wall. This was why he did not like mages and why he trusted
them even less. Dakar had promised him that support would be forthcoming from the mages in the
impending attack on Kandara but now he wanted to call them all back to Maramyr. 
“How does that make sense?” Cerric demanded. “I have given your damn priesthood leave to build
your temple and required little else of you. May I remind you of the oath of fealty you and every other black robe has sworn to me as your king. Now I require your services in Kandara and you say no.” Dakar
waited for a moment before speaking. 
“My lord, the one book is clear that the throne of Maramyr will be the center of the new order of
power foretold by the book. This will surely come to pass. But think, your majesty, you are soon to be
married and the great ceremony of the temple will be held on the same night. Would it not be sensible to wait until you have to power of the one god behind you before making your attack on Kandara?” Dakar
could sense Cerric’s frustration. The king had vast ambitions and he was impatient from having already
waited out the winter. “Delay but a matter of days my lord and you shall have additional troops from
Xalla as well. My brothers and sisters to the east have sent word that Calexis brings an army to help in the conquer of Kandara. Her soldiers shout their praise to Maramyr and death to the Kandarans.” 
“So Calexis brings an army with her?” Cerric scowled. “Why have I heard nothing of this?” 
“The message arrived only a short while ago my lord,” Dakar told him. The coming of a Xallan
army was yet another reason to postpone the attack on Kandara, and one with which he hoped Cerric
would agree. “The Xallans wish to celebrate the joining of their queen with the great king Cerric of
Maramyr.” 
Cerric began to pace. Representatives from Xalla and Maramyr had been negotiating the terms of
the marriage all winter and he had agreed with the Xallan Queen that, though their armies would remain
separate, they would aid one another in matters of defense or conquest. He considered the value of having additional troops to throw at Kandara and knew that it would be better to have them than not, but he
wondered whether Calexis would then want a piece of the mountain kingdom for herself. 
Cerric shook his head. He was too suspicious. Calexis was to be his wife in a matter of days and
whether she commanded her own armies or not, she would learn obedience. Cerric was the king of
Maramyr, the most powerful domain in all the lands. The Xallans had never been able to best the soldiers of Maramyr despite having tried for countless generations. Still, caution demanded that he should not
commit his entire army to the attack on Kandara until the Xallan troops had been sent on away from the
city. He turned to the mage priest. 
“Tell me about his ceremony, Dakar. Will your one god be attending?” the king asked sarcastically
and Dakar smiled. 
“Oh yes. That is the purpose of the Awakening, my King.” 
*****
Calexis stalked back and forth in her royal tent. As if the snail’s pace of her army was not
frustrating enough, she was getting fed up with the constant talk of the Priesthood’s ceremony. She knew religion was important to the people and that she herself had declared the One God and his Book to be the only true religion in her Queendom, but she was growing jealous of all the attention paid to it. 
Ever since her transformation, her pregnancy and its effects upon her, she had felt her fascination
with the Book beginning to slip. She could now feel the link to the power of the Book, and felt her powers return to her, her thoughts once again her own. It grated on her how slavishly everyone around her labored to satisfy the whims of this supposed One God. Calexis thought about how easy it would be to command
absolute loyalty and obedience if one had the power and seduction of godhood and she was jealous of
such power. She wondered why she should not be a god, and thought about how divine it would be to be
worshiped and adored. 
Calexis looked forward to meeting this One God, that she could get a better idea of the kind of deity
that could enslave the wills of so many. She was not sure whether she should congratulate and worship or instead tremble in fear of such a god. One thing was for sure, as much as anybody else, she was looking forward to seeing a god walk the land. The power of it stirred the insatiable hunger that lived deep within her and she wondered whether he would appear in the form of a man, and whether he would also have a
man’s appetites. The fact that she was to marry Cerric did not even cross her mind as she soothed her
chafed ego with the thought of taking a God to her bed. 
While she lay back and luxuriated in her imagination and her sheets, she sent a servant out to obtain
from her scouts a report as to how long it would take for the procession to reach the capital of Maramyr. 
Circumstance demanded that she avoid the gossip that a lover would bring and she was unaccustomed to
going without male attention for such an extended period. As much as she would have all that she desired upon reaching Maramyr, it was important that she make a proper entrance, displaying for the benefit of all the people of Maramyr, the glory and might of the Xallan Empire, of which they would soon become a
part. 


*****
Borrican dug his heels into his mount as he sped through the trees. Behind him bolts whistled
through the empty branches of the trees that had not yet begun to bud. The last bits of snow melting along the trail made the footing muddy and very treacherous but still he urged his horse to greater and greater speed. Another arrow whined past his ear and he ducked low on the saddle flattening against his mount. 
Only a few more moments and he would reach the most dangerous part of the ride. 
Ahead the forest thinned and a long road appeared. He rode up onto the dirt track meandering his
horse slightly to make himself a more difficult target. Within a few minutes the track widened into a small village and the road began to incline upward. The few villagers who were caught outside ran back into
the doorways and alleys from whence they had come when they saw Borrican being pursued by the
Maramyrian riders. A horn sounded behind him and he looked to see his pursuers slowing and retreating
back toward the trees. He was tired and his fast black stallion was sweating a froth now but he pushed
one last time to make the run up the hill to where his men waited. 
He cursed himself for being so foolhardy but knew that he must be the one to ride out to the scouts
and report on the coming enemy forces. So many of the nobles would not believe that Maramyr was riding
in to attack. Half-hearted preparations had been made by the captains and the army had been partially
mobilized but the court had been carrying on as if nothing was out of the ordinary. Now they would listen, Borrican cursed them, now they would have to listen. He cursed again, angry that this madness was made
worse by his father the king. 
The stronger the stories of the Maramyrian advance had become, the further the King slipped into
his delusional stupor. As frustrated as he was with his father, Borrican did not envy his brother the task that would arise with Borrican’s report. As soon as Borrican personally confirmed the Maramyrian
advance, Elrik would declare martial law in Kandara and assume control of both the court and the army. 
Though their father still wore his crown, Borrican’s brother would, in every other way, become king. 
With war at their doorstep, no one would dispute the move since Elrik was the rightful heir to the throne. 
Three days later, Borrican rode through the city gates, the guards having opened them at his
approach, and straight to the palace. His brother Elrik met him in the courtyard outside of the main hall. 
“Things aren't good, brother,” Elrik said as he grasped Borrican’s hand. Borrican frowned. 
“What’s going on?” he asked. His older brother shook his head as he led Borrican up the steps. 
“One of the black robes spoke in the king’s court this morning. He offered to carry a message of
diplomacy to Cerric; he claims that one of his bretheren has Cerric’s ear,” Elrik told him. Borrican
laughed sarcastically. 
“Dakar. He was probably the one who convinced Cerric to attack us in the first place.” Borrican
scowled. “Their advance troops have crossed the mountains but they are waiting in the hills. At last count there were over twenty-thousand camped and more are likle on the way.” 
“The Council of Nobles has voted to send the black robe on a peace mission,” Elrik told him. 
“And by the time this black robe has been and back, Cerric’s army could be on our doorstep. I don’t
know why they haven’t attacked us already. They’ve more than enough men in the field with the way we
are currently defended. Does father know of this?” Borrican asked. Elrik nodded glumly. 
“He’s in one of his moods again. He’s still trying to organize a welcome feast for our Maramyrian
visitors, all fifty thousand of them.” Elrik led his brother past the guards to the king’s court. They saluted as the two princes passed. “The servants are preparing a dinner for our father, hoping that he will get drunk and forget about Cerric.” 
“And the Council?” Borrican asked. 
“Uncle Boric arrived a short time ago and he’s reconvening the nobles.” Elrik told him. 
“And you, brother? What do you need.” Borrican knew the answer. He and his brother had
discussed this at length. Neither of them would enjoy what they had to do. 
The great doors opened and Borrican saw most of the Council milling about the high table of the
king’s court. Servants had assembled some light fare and were scurrying back and forth seeing to the
needs of the various nobles in the room. The king’s brother, Duke Boric, noticing his nephews enter, 
smacked his hand on the table three times, the call to assemble. 
As the two princes rounded the large table, there was one final bit of activity as the nobles seated
themselves and their servants darted away to exit the room. Borrican noticed the black robe of a mage-
priest standing off to the side. He turned to face the man. 
“You. What is your name?” Borrican stared at him, trying to discern what he could about the man. 
His face remained calm and expressionless. 
“Henton, your magesty. I am called Henton.” The black robe gave a half-bow. 
“You have offered to act as an envoy to this court?” Borrican asked. 
“Yes my prince. That is so.” 
“Good.” Borrican smiled. “You will wait outside this chamber and deliver a message to Cerric
when we have finished here.” The mage-priest paused for a moment, as if considering whether he might
be permitted to stay. Borrican cocked his head at him, asking silently whether the mage-priest had any
questions. Wisely the black robe chose to retreat. 
“Thank you my prince. I will patiently await the message. We of the priesthood are your faithful
servants of peace.” The mage-priest Henton cursed Borrican under his breath as he exited the room. The
older brother Elrik had been more amenable to his presence and to the wishes of the nobles who had
asked that he be allowed to attend the council this morning. This younger prince left no option. None of the nobles would contradict Borrican, not while his brother Elrik apparently stood with him. The doors
shut behind him as the royal guard took their positions on the door. 
Borrican and his brother Elrik greeted their uncle Boric, who took his seat to the right of the empty
Seat of Kings. Elrik looked to his brother and Borrican nodded, encouraging, following his brother to the large great chair at the center of the table. Several of the nobles gasped as Elrik sat in his father’s chair. 
Borrican stood to the left of his seated brother and spoke first. 
“I move that Elrik Akandra, royal heir to the throne of Kandara become, this day, the ruler of
Kandara. I, prince Borrican, his brother and the only other heir to our father’s throne support him in this and recognize his rule over our land, court, and armies.” 
A hand smacked the table. 
“This is preposterous!” Duke Kaledra objected. “We met with the king himself earlier today, and
now you have brought us all back here to listen to this nonsense?” Borrican smiled. 
He did not know Kaledra well but he had heard about him. The Duke’s lands were rich with ore, 
most of which he sold to Maramyr. He stood to lose a great deal of money if Kandara went to war. A nice peaceful annexation would be more to his liking whereby he could keep his title and his land and keep on selling iron to the Cerric’s armories. Borrican silently wondered how strong Kaledra’s oath of fealty was to the House Akandra. 
“Kandaran law is quite clear that an heir may temporarily assume the crown should the sitting ruler
be incapacitated, so long as that heir has the support of the other heirs and the majority of the Council. 
You have all witnessed our father’s decline over these past years. It saddens us more than anyone that our father’s grief over the death of our mother has left him more often than not in a world of his own fancy. 
But now Cerric’s armies march on Kandara and the king has ordered the palace staff to prepare a feast for his arrival? We love our father, but we can no longer indulge his delusions.” Borrican told them. Kaledra stood. 
“But why is the Maramyrian army in Kandara? What does Cerric want?” the Duke asked. 
“We do not know that, save that we have sent riders and none of them have returned.” Borrican told
him then turned to the rest of the table. He reached beneath his cloak and held up an arrow. “I pulled this from my saddle today. I encountered an advance patrol of the Maramyrian force. I rode as you see me
now, in Kandaran colors. Their orders are to fire on anyone, regardless of rank. Cerric is not here for peace. He is here for war and he plans to be quick about it. The main force will reach the foothills in three days. If we do not stop them there, they will overrun Kandara with our without our cooperation.” 
Borrican threw the arrow on the table. The gold and blue feathers of Maramyr were plain to see. Kaledra threw up his hands and reclaimed his seat. Duke Boric rose to address the council, his mighty fist
thudding softly on the wood of the table. 
“I agree with my nephews and I will gladly support them. I had hoped that King Eric would rule
many long years the madness began to take him, but he is clearly not himself. He is no longer steady on the throne. How do you decide gentlemen?” he looked around the table at the assembled nobles. Everyone
respected Boric. He had a reputation for being a fair man and a good leader who had never used the fact that his brother was the King to unfair advantage. Borrican watched as the faces around the table shifted from expression to expression. He turned as a hand smacked the table. It was Kaledra. 
“Damn,” he said. “As much as I love our King Eric, and as much as I love doing business with
Maramyr, Cerric has gone way too far. Elrik, you have my support.” He turned to Borrican’s older
brother who sat silently, as was Kandaran custom when advocacy was required. Elrik smiled at Kaledra
and nodded his thanks. Kaledra looked around the table. “I call a vote.” Murmering was heard from along the table as the nobles muttered to themselves. “What say you?” Kaledra remained standing. 
One by one, all the other nobles rose and put their hands on the table, some more forefully than
others. One by one, all assented to Elrik and swore fealty to him as the rightful heir and King. Decisions in Kandara usually became unanimous once the majority of the table was convinced of a thing. Once every noble had delcared for Elrik, the new acting-king, Borrican’s brother rose. 
“Thank you noble lords. I love my father as I am sure do you all and I respect the man he was, but
the time for debate is over. Maramyr is at our doorstep and its soldiers have attacked our rangers and
personally attacked my brother who was brave enough to venture close enough to them to bring us a first-hand report. Cerric’s army has not observed any of the conventions of war and I expect this to be the way of things. The time for diplomacy never was. We are at war. It has come quick and we must respond in
turn. I want men in the field today. What forces do we have ready?” 
Borrican watched as some of the nobles gave half-hearted attempts to retain their own armsmen, 
fearing for the safety of their individual estates. Their resistance gave way when he described the number of Maramyrian troops that had broken through the southern pass only this morning. 
Outside the chamber, Henton frowned as he used his power to listen in on the nobles’ discussion. In
the course of a day, Cerric’s easy win over Kandara had changed to a course of blood. Henton did not
like the idea of the death that war would bring, but his mage-brother Dakar had assured him that should Kandara resist, the battle would nonetheless be ended quickly. As well protected as the mountain
kingdom was, by the terrain alone, it would be useless for the Kandarans to try to stand against the
Cerric’s army. It would be even worse for them when the Xallan troops arrived at the front. Henton had
heard about the fearsome lizard-men who ate their enemies. 
He shook his head as he turned along the walkway along the outside wall of the court. He rounded a
corner where the guards could no longer see him and disappeared leaving only a break in the breeze
where he had once stood. The nobles of Kandara would not be surprised to see him gone when they
emerged from this war council. 


*****
Dressed in the height of Maramyrian fashion in a shimmering silk tunic, finely spun cloth trousers, 
tall black leather boots and a rich dark cloak, Cerric descended the stairs from the upper palace toward the walkway that overlooked the city below. This was the day that Calexis, his bride, would arrive and he had been looking forward to it for many weeks. Since the day before, servants and advisors had tried to get him to look out at Calexis’ procession, but he had refused. Now, he looked out and was shocked at
what he saw. 
Like so much black ink spilling across the land, the long procession of the Xallan army spilled its
way out of the Dark Forest in the distance, across the rolling Maramyrian countryside and to the gates of the city. It was a sight to behold, so many thousands of Xallans, marching peacefully into the heart of Maramyr. For a moment, Cerric wondered if he had been wise to allow his future wife to bring her army
with her, but then he remembered the reassurances of the Priesthood that the Xallans would observe the
peace. Comforted by the fact that nearly every mage, save for a few rogues and those that he himself had sent north with his own army, was in Maramyr, preparing for the Awakening ceremony, Cerric settled in
to watch Calexis’ procession as it neared the palace. 
Below, Calexis rode in a caravan similar to that of her last visit to Maramyr except that this one
was many times the size and followed by a large portion of the Xallan army. As she looked out from the
screens of the luxurious pallet upon which she rode, she wondered if Cerric was watching her grand
entrance to his city. While a part of Calexis felt disdain for anyone who would presume to nobility and approach her as an equal, she knew that Cerric ruled a very powerful kingdom. Even with most of his
own army moving into Kandara, Cerric still had a sizeable force deployed to welcome the Xallan queen. 
She smiled, knowing that the presence of her army probably made the Maramyrians nervous. She hoped it
made Cerric nervous as well. It was only proper for a groom to be nervous before marriage, even if he
was a King. 
All in all, it took nearly the remainder of the day for Calexis’ train to reach the palace and she was
glad that Cerric had the presence of mind to instruct the servants to show her to her quarters where she might refresh herself before beginning the first of many royal dinners to take place over the next days. 
Calexis recognized the hallways that led to the chambers she had occupied during her last visit and was delighted to discover that Cerric had given her even more opulent apartments for her visit as his bride. 
She admitted to herself that she had been sufficiently impressed with the last rooms, but now Cerric had lavished the full wealth of his kingdom upon her. 
The rooms were draped with the finest tapestries that ran down from a ceiling gilt in the light-
colored gold that was once mined in the hills to the north of Maramyr. A warm fire blazed beneath a
hearth that had been worked by teams of master artisans who, generations ago, had created a beauty that was timeless. Calexis sighed, relaxing as her bare-feet felt the lush carpet beneath her toes. The room was warm, just the way she liked it. She was glad to no longer be on the road. As much as the seasons had
worked their way well into spring, the nights had still been cold. Now, in the warmth of her luxurious
chambers, Calexis again began to feel herself. 
A knock at the door announced visitors. Calexis knew who it was, feeling the twitch in her own
magic. Priests. She wondered which one of the black robes would come calling this time or whether it
would be just one. The presence outside her door felt more like two. Calexis nodded to the silent servant who waited patiently for her command to open the door then admitted Shadar and his high priest, Dakar. 
“Queen Calexis,” Dakar began. “On behalf of the entire Priesthood, I welcome your return to
Maramyr.” 
“Dakar. What is it that I can do for you? I am very tired from my journey and have many long nights
of receptions ahead.” Calexis was even surprised at her own irritated tone. As much as she was losing
her trust for the black-robes, it would serve no purpose to offend their High Priest. Luckily, Dakar smiled. 
“It is not what you can do for me your highness, it is what we, your faithful servants may do for you. 
If you will permit, Shadar and I, we will set a spell to keep your bath perpetually warm.” Dakar offered and opened the door to an adjoining room. As hard as Calexis was accustomed to keeping her outward
self, she momentarily lapsed into uncharacteristic girlish glee at the sight of the bath chamber. Dakar and Shadar traded a look and followed Calexis into the room. 
Finely worked in intricate tile and delicate fixtures of bejewelled precious metals, the room was
truly fit for a queen. Luckily, Calexis was a queen and she walked right in as though the beautiful chamber had belonged to her since the dawn of time. Someone had recently filled the bath and spread rose petals across the water’s surface and, nearby, several female servants waited to add heating stones to the bath to suit the preference of their future queen. Waved away by the two mage-priests, the women gladly left the chamber. The palace staff remembered Calexis’ last visit and did not envy those who were assigned to
wait on the tempermental Xallan queen. 
Calexis turned to the two black-robes and raised an eyebrow. 
“Well?” she asked expectantly. Shadar bowed. 
“Of course my queen, we will begin,” he told her as he and Dakar both summoned small amounts of
their power to effect the spell. It was not a difficult task but due to the enduring nature of the spell, it did require two mages. And Shadar had hoped that having the high priest attend the moody queen Calexis
would soothe her somewhat and make the days approaching the ceremony go much more smoothly. As
they completed the spell, Shadar suspected that he was right, as his queen unceremoniously shed her
garments and slipped into the water. 
“Perfect! It is superb!” Calexis exclaimed. Dakar dipped into a low bow. 
“The water adjusts its temperature to the desire of the bather. If you want it warmer, then merely
wish it so, and colder, it is the same,” the high priest told her. Calexis looked at the two mages
suspiciously then smiled as she felt the water raise in temperature as she wished it. 
“Well done my mages. You may go now.” She dismissed them with a nod then turned to sit on one
of the carved marble seats that were submerged around the edge of the pool. 
Dakar smiled at his Xallan brother who shook his head as the two of them departed. Once they were
well away from the Queen’s chambers, Dakar turned to Shadar and stopped him in the hallway. 
“You did not lie about Calexis’ transformation. It is most interesting,” he commented. 
“But do you think it will be a problem for Cerric?” Shadar asked. Dakar chuckled. 
“Cerric lusts after her so badly that he won’t care about her new skin. So long as the important parts
of her function, he will be happy,” Dakar told him. Shadar nodded, relieved. As much as he was perfectly loyal to the Priesthood, he had always been a true and loyal subject to his queen and he was glad that the Maramyrian king would marry her. 
“Thank you for your assistance in this, Dakar. In a way Calexis continues to be my ward, even
though she has become my queen,” Shadar told him. 
“I understand. You are a responsible man and for that you should be commended Shadar. Now, I
would ask that you attend to your other responsibility at the temple while I must attend Cerric and allay his concerns over his bride’s new anatomy.” Dakar grinned then retreated down the corridor, leaving
Shadar to find his own way out of the palace and down to the temple grounds. 
The Xallan queen's bath had been Cerric's idea, and it was a request that had annoyed Dakar, but he
humored the king with this little chore, taking solace in the fact that his days of service would soon be over. The ceremony of the Awakening had already begun with so many mages now feeding their powers
into the Star Crystal. It was now only a matter of days when they could begin the full ritual to call the One God from the heavens. Soon, Dakar would get his due rewards for being a faithful servant of the Book. 
He smiled to himself as he neared Cerric’s chambers where the troublesome King awaited, having
sent for him yet again, likely having to do with another one of his petty whims. Dakar looked forward to the day when he would no longer have to play along with the demands of this earthly king. A God would
walk the halls of Maramyr, and simple monarchs, kings and queens, would bow to him and his priests and
they would beg for the honor of serving instead of being served. 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
In the weeks since their arrival at Aghlar, Carlis had repeatedly found himself either confused or
embarrassed by a whole host of conventions of Aghlar culture. It was no wonder that Elaine, with her
extremely reserved Maramyrian sensibility, was so uncomfortable among the seafaring people. Even the
facts of Ehlena’s own parentage would have been considered somewhat scandalous in the traditional
courts of Maramyr and yet, among the Aglar people, she was considered a legitimate princess. 
As Carlis came to understand, Ehlena was, by birth, the daughter of King Toren and Elaine’s sister
Erin, even though Toren’s brother Matthius had been the one to marry Ehlena’s mother. Thankfully the
first mate, Sten, had sensed Carlis’ consternation at deciphering the Aghlar customs and family
connections and had offered to explain. 
“Basically,” he told Carlis, “in Aghlar, we be free to mingle with whomever we please. And only
when there’s a child at issue is there talk of family and parenting and such.” 
“So do Aghlar’s do get married?” Carlis asked. Sten nodded. 
“Of course we do. We’re very serious about marriage because it’s for the sake of our children that
we do it. The difference in Aghlar is that the man who marries a woman doesn’t necessarily have to be
the child’s father.” Sten could that Carlis was trying to figure out Ehlena’s relationship with Toren. “Take the lovely Ehlena. Her mother Erin was bedded by Toren, which is how Ehlena came to be. Toren though, 
was not ready for marriage at the time, an' Erin was also close with his brother Matthius, so he married her instead so the girl would have a father and a mother to raise her.” 
“But why would Matthius make such a sacrifice? Did he not have his own life to live?” Carlis still
did not understand. Sten shook his head. 
“Of course he lived his own life. And from what I remember, he enjoyed himself, but when it came
to the task of raising Ehlena, he was always there and ready to help. 'Tis not considered a sacrifice in Aghlar to raise a child that maybe did not spring directly from your own loins. That Ehlena’s father was Matthius’ brother was good enough. He raised his niece, not a sacrifice and something of a joy. That girl brought him a lot of happiness.” 
“But what about Erin, Ehlena’s mother?” Carlis asked, picturing the poor woman at home with a
child while Toren was out carousing and his brother Matthius dropping by with the occasional toy or
dress for the child. 
“Erin?” Sten smiled. “What about her?” 
“Was she lonely? Is it not difficult for women left in such a position?” Carlis asked. 
“No. She too had several lovers if my mind serves me rightly. Though she was less, ahem…
outgoing, than typical Aghlar women. Really Cap’n, I understand such things make for a lot of importance in Maramyr, but we don’t make much of such matters in Aghlar. 'Tis just our way.” 
“Sten, I appreciate your patience, but I just have a few more questions,” Carlis said and Sten
nodded. “So, Ehlena is a full Aghlar princess of legitimate birth, even though her true father never
married her mother.” 
“That’s right. Toren acknowledged Ehlena as his daughter, which would have been enough for
Ehlena’s mother to get any support she needed from Toren’s family, and to make the tie stronger, Toren’s brother Mathius married Erin Valamyr, making a political family tie between them. It was very honorably done,” Sten told him. 
“But what if Toren had not acknowledged Ehlena? What would have happened then?” Carlis asked, 
for his own curiosity’s sake. Sten looked confused at first by the question, as though the idea of such a thing had not occurred to him. 
“Then Toren would have no honor an' he'd be open to being challenge. 'Tis rare, but sometimes it
happens, that a woman claims a father and the man denies it. In such an event, any man could challenge
him for his position on a ship. Not everyone gets to work the ships, but there's plenty who'd like to, as it's the surest way to riches and greater honor. If the challenger wins, then the parenting responsibility goes along with the place on the ship. If there are no challengers, then 'tis the same as if the father were dead on the seas, and unless the mother had her own family or some way of supporting herself, they would be very poor, but they wouldn'a starve. We take care of our own at Aghlar, an' there's always a fair day's work to be done.” 
Carlis nodded. The Aghlar way of dealing with family seemed to have developed from the
seafaring culture, where the most valued work, being that of a sailor on one of the many ships, was also the most dangerous, and always with the chance of dying in a battle or a shipwreck. There was a kind of pragmatism to it all and it was starting to make sense to him but he figured it would still take a while before he got a handle on all of it. At least, now he better understood why Elaine was so prickly about socializing at Aghlar. He chuckled to himself when he thought of how the duchess would react to being
propositioned by the open and permissive Aghlar men. At least now, he would not feel totally obliged to draw his sword at what might otherwise seem to be inappropriate comments from people they met. 
“Thank you Sten,” Carlis told the first mate who nodded and bid him goodbye, seeming all too glad
to return to his duties. 
Carlis watched as Ehlena emerged from the main cabin of the Al-andor where she had been visiting
her aunt. She stepped lightly across the deck, saying hello to members of the crew as she passed and then disappeared into the shipyard, likely on her way back to the palace to visit her father. As much as
Matthius had been the girl’s father in a practical sense, she seemed happy to be developing a relationship with the Aghlar king. Carlis was glad that she was happy and chuckled to himself about his own parental feelings toward her and he wondered, if he ever did finally convince Elaine to marry him, whether she
would want to have children. 


*****
In a temple that was nearly identical to its neglected counterpart in Maramyr, Ehlena walked naked
down the aisle between the rows of faithful worshipers. She was unafraid and unashamed as this was the
custom in the temple of the Lady Goddess. In her hands, she held a beautiful flower, the flower of the
Lady. 
Unlike it’s Maramyrian cousin that had fallen into disuse, the temple of the Lady at Aghlar was
regularly visited by the faithful who honored the goddess who they believed would bless them with a
prosperous life and good fortune. They prayed for good returns for the fishing fleet and safe travels for the many ships that ran cargo in the trade between Aghlar and its other coastal neighbors. Those who stayed at home while others went to sea prayed for the safety of their loved ones and that they be returned in good health. Young couples prayed for strong children and asked the Lady to protect them. The Lady
Goddess was life and she granted luck and peace. 
Now, as Ehlena walked through the temple in ceremony to the Lady, the faithful pinned their hopes
on the young woman who had returned to Aghlar and was revealed the true daughter of their king. They
hoped that the Lady, in her wisdom, would approve of this newest priestess and in honor of her
commitment, grace all of Aghlar with her blessings. 
Ehlena too hoped that the Lady would accept her as one of the devoted. Her own mother had once
been the high priestess and would be still had a wasting sickness not stolen her life. That the
representative of the goddess of life had died so young, was something that was seen as a bad omen by the superstitious Aghlar and though it had been more than a year since Ehlena’s mother had died, some
whispered that Ehlena might not make a good candidate for priestess. Still, the Counsel of Priestesses had voted to let Ehlena join their ranks. They had found no fault with her so here she was, standing in the garden temple before the fountain at its center. 
In accordance with the tradition of the acceptance ceremony, Ehlena raised her hands and held the
flower out over the pool. She would pluck one petal from the flower, symbolic of her own offering, and
let it float into the pool, among the others. Gently, Ehlena picked a petal from the flower and held it up to the fountain. All in the temple were silent as Ehlena let the petal fall from her fingertips. They watched as the small white piece floated like a feather toward the water. Everyone in the temple was astonished
when Ehlena vanished, leaving only the petal behind. 
Ehlena did not know at first what had happened. She still stood before the pool and the fountain and
she still held the flower in her hand, but the petal she had dropped was gone and so was the rest of the temple. Instead, Ehlena stood in a beautiful garden that expanded beyond the scope of her vision. 
“Hello,” a warm and friendly voice said behind her. Ehlena turned and saw no one. She knew that
during the ceremony, no one was supposed to speak, but she also realized that she was no longer in the
temple. 
“Who is there?” she asked. The voice laughed. 
“Who?” she heard. Ehlena’s brow furrowed in confusion. 
“Yes. Who are you?” she asked. 
“Who are you?” the voice replied, and Ehlena thought she heard a giggle. 
“Please, where am I? What is this place?” Ehlena asked, beginning to worry. She felt a strange
sense of urgency overcome her and she struggled to keep her calm. It was odd that she should feel this
way in such a place of peace, but she did and she was beginning to feel upset. 
“You are home,” the voice said, after a moment. 
“Home?” Ehlena said, more to herself than anyone. 
“Yes, home,” the voice answered anyway. 
“Then who are you?” she asked again. 
“I am I, I am you, and you are me,” the voice said and Ehlena thought she could see a figure
shimmering somewhere in the periphery of her vision. Ehlena was about to ask it another question when
the voice spoke again. “I accept your offering,” the voice told her and with a blinding flash, the garden disappeared and Ehlena reappeared in the temple of the Lady, where she had stood only moments ago. 
In amazement, the congregation in the temple saw the girl, Ehlena, the newest candidate for
Priestess, reappear with a flash. Those who sat close to the front of the temple would swear that
something about the Aghlar princess had changed. There was a glow about her, a radiance that was almost a warmth that some thought they could feel. Those who were closer still noticed that Ehlena was no
longer completely unclothed and unadorned. She had reappeared with a ring on her finger. It was a simple ring, but it was made of that most precious metal, silvergold, something that could only have been a gift from the gods. 
Ehlena looked at the other priestesses who smiled warmly at her, so pleased that the Lady had
shown them all a miracle, if they did not yet know what it was. She turned and looked out among the
people who looked at her in wonder, feeling the warmth and light of her gaze. They saw her smile at them and felt true joy in their hearts then, with a sigh, Ehlena vanished again, this time for good. 
Ehlena reappeared out in the city near the harbor and walked barefoot through the muddy streets, 
either unaware or unconcerned that she was still unclothed. All she knew was that she needed a ship and she was headed to where she knew she would find one that would take her where she needed to go. She
continued toward the main pier and people respectfully moved out of her way. They could see and feel the radiance that surrounded the beautiful princess and knew that something wonderful was happening. 
Somehow though, when Ehlena had passed from their view, none of the people could recall exactly what
they had just seen. The moment of euphoria had left them without any memory of what had caused it, but
all of them would walk more lightly that day and for several to come. 
After only a short walk, Ehlena reached the Al-andor and walked calmly up the gangplank to stand
atop the deck. All hands turned to see the princess, who they by now recognized, and knew that they were to set sail. They turned to their tasks and began readying the great ship to leave port. Sten was just coming up from inspecting supplies that were stored belowdecks when he saw Ehlena standing naked among the
bustle of the ship. 
“Ehlena,” he called. She did not turn. Sten walked across the deck towards her, trying politely not
to stare at her body which, still infused with the magic of what had happened at the temple, radiated
beauty and lush perfection. “Princess.” He called and Ehlena turned. He was glad when she smiled but
just as the ship’s first mate reached her, the young princess collapsed into Sten’s strong, burly arms. 
Ignored by the crew who strangely continued their tasks, Sten picked up the girl who now looked
more young and innocent than he could ever remember her being and, like a concerned father, he carried
her gently over to main cabin where he could put her to bed while he set about finding out what was going on. Moments later, Sten re-emerged on deck and seized the nearest sailor, a tough and weathered woman
by the name of Rika, by the shirtsleeve. 
“What’s going on?” he asked. Rika gave him a confused look. 
“We’re readying to sail, of course,” she told him. Sten stared her in the eye. 
“Who gave the order to set sail?” Sten asked. Rika squinted back at him, unsure why the first mate
was asking such ridiculous questions. 
“What do you mean?” she asked. 
“Who gave the order?” Sten repeated. 
“The Lady,” Rika said then turned and walked away. Confused, Sten walked around the ship and
asked a few more of the sailors and got the same answer every time. Though he knew that something
strange was going on and that the Al-andor was not supposed to sail without Carlis, her rightful captain, Sten also felt that somehow the crew were doing what they were supposed to and he began running
through his own checklist of things to do before disembarking. 
Before long, the Al-andor cleared the harbor and was well out to sea before anyone even thought to
ask where they were going


*****
Carlis had regretted not making it back in time to Aghlar to see Ehlena’s acceptance ceremony in
the temple of the Lady. He regretted it more when he returned to discover that not only had the ceremony been one of strange miracles, but that after disappearing from the temple, Ehlena had reappeared on his ship, the Al-andor which had sailed to no one knows where. 
King Toren had convinced Carlis several days earlier, to accompany him on a whale hunt, an
adventure that Carlis likened to being invited by a land-bound king to come hunt in the royal forests. They had gone out to sea and sailed northwest along the Aghlar coast to where the whales would often be
found. A true adventure, they had sailed past a number of rocky and forested islands and seen some true sailing weather. The seas had been high but not dangerously so and King Toren’s own ship the Al-dea had sailed swiftly across the swells and waves toward the whaling grounds. 
Exploring the seas up along the northern coast had been fascinating enough for Carlis, but when they
had caught sight of whale’s breaking surface, the former magistrate had been completely enthralled. The ship sailed up along side the giant sea creatures that looked like the hulls of ships turned upside down as they lazed along the surface of the deep waters. Their massive tails would occasionally break and slap the surface in a display that Carlis thought to be miraculous. He wished that Elaine had accompanied them but she had begged off, admitting that she was not comfortable out on the open seas. Still, Carlis thought, even if she feared the sea, the sight of these great and magnificent creatures was completely worth the rattled nerves it took to get to them. 
Toren was glad that his guest had enjoyed himself and even tolerated Carlis’ brief objections when
the Aghlar king had given the order to fire the giant harpoon at one of the giant creatures of the sea. When Toren explained how many whales there were in the ocean and that his people only took a few each year, 
Carlis seemed more comforted, though the sight of the whale as they pulled it’s dying body along side the ship to be slaughtered, made the Marmyrian somewhat uncomfortable. Toren did not tell Carlis that, 
though the Aghlar’s did not abuse the whale population, there were others who spent every waking
moment trying to kill the great creatures just so they could harvest certain delicate parts of their anatomy. 
Those killers were the pirates that Toren and his people patrolled the waters against and they, along with the Adrans, another sea-faring land to the southeast were responsible for the declining numbers of whales in the ocean. 
Still, there were plenty of whales still swimming the waters near Aghlar and Toren marked it a
good omen that they could come back to port with full stores of the important whale fat and the oils that could be used for making all manner of items. The size of the whale they had managed to catch was much
larger than normal and the task of butchering it and storing its meat added several extra days to their trip. 
They returned to Aghlar to a frantically worried Elaine and to widespread gossip that the Lady had
taken the princess Ehlena into paradise. Those rumors were being corrected by the people who now
remembered having seen Ehlena walking toward the shipyards and the stories were further supported that
she had boarded the Al-andor and disappeared from port with its crew. Many speculated that Ehlena was
on some holy mission, while others sent messages to the palace, asking whether there was anything they
could do to assist the princess on her mission. 
Toren, faced with so many messages and questions, was unsure how to respond. Carlis was more
concerned that Ehlena had disappeared without telling anyone where she was going, than he was
concerned about his ship. He was also irritated that the crew would also have gone without leaving him
any kind of word and he wondered just how much they respected his orders. He decided he would take a
firmer hand as Captain when he boarded the other great-ship, the Al-sea, the sea-princess and set out in search of his unofficially adopted niece. 
Toren also sailed in search of Ehlena and the Al-andor, as did several other great ships from
Aghlar. While many were awestruck by what had happened at the temple, most of the Aghlars were now
concerned for the safety of their new priestess. There had been news that the pirates from Meer Island had recently stepped up their raids and their attacks on Aghlar ships. They hoped that Ehlena would not run into trouble with the ruffian sea-bandits. Still, they took some comfort that Ehlena had sailed on the Al-andor, which was perhaps the fastest ship in Aghlar and it was also equipped with a full compliment of
cannons and crewed by some of the best sailors in Aghlar. 


*****
Having a fast and heavily armed ship with an able crew was one thing, but Sten was concerned
about the fact that the Al-Andor had left port without a proper supply of the precious black powder that made the cannons work. They were also short on fresh water having not had the chance to resupply due to the need for haste, which meant that they now had no choice but to resupply at their destination of Meer Island. He grimaced at the thought of approaching the pirate’s den without any real ability to do battle; they were defenceless and ill prepared for what lay ahead. 
“I just don’t get why we’re sailin’ right smack into trouble princess!” Sten protested. When Ehlena
had finally awoke from her dazed sleep, the crew had also come to, regaining whatever will and freedom
had been subdued when Ehlena had first boarded. The crew continued with their duties, but now many of
them were asking the same question or why they were headed toward obvious trouble. Ehlena sipped
some more water from the covers of the bed. 
“Sten.” She looked at him gravely. “I don’t know why we are going to the pirate island, but I do
know that the Lady wants us to go there. I am sure it will become more clear when we get there.” 
Sten was not entirely convinced, though it did matter to him that the Lady had actually, in a sense, 
appeared and taken an active hand in the matters of the world. It had been generations since anyone had experienced a miracle of this kind. 
“And the Lady herself told you that we have to go there?” he asked, just trying to understand what
had happened. Unfortunately, Ehlena herself did not understand what had happened when the Lady had
touched her. 
“I don’t know,” she told him. “But I do know that it is important, or the Lady would not have acted
so directly. There is something I must do there. Do not worry, Sten. The Lady will protect us and the Al-andor. She would not send us to our deaths,” Ehlena reassured the first mate who nodded in agreement, 
seeing a faint light in her eyes. Sten too saw the light and felt his spirits lift as he felt the power of the Lady Goddess. 
“No. The Lady most certainly would not do such a thing,” Sten agreed, but he noticed some ominous
looking dark clouds appearing in the sky far to the northeast, which tempered the feelings of inspiration and courage he had felt from Ehlena. 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Carly and Aaron, along with the complaining pirate, Malek, made their way down the river to a
small port town on the coast where they had resupplied Malek's small ship and, with favorable winds, 
they set out to sea. Leaning against the rail at the bow, looking out over the gently rolling waves, Carly realized how much she had missed the ocean. It had been a long time since she had felt the sway of a ship and the fine spray of salt mist in the air and it brought back memories, of a different life, one she had not expected to see again and here she was, sailing right back into the middle of it all; their heading, Maer Island. 
They were lucky with the weather for the first few days at sea, with a good, strong breeze and clear
skies. Aaron had suffered a little at first, having never been aboard a ship at sea, which was very different from floating along the river, and the effects of seasickness were worse on Malek's small ship than they would have been on a bigger vessel, but Carly was not surprised when the mysterious young swordsman
finally managed to get his sea legs. She was pleased that Aaron was also learning about sailing the ship and had made himself useful, helping Malek, which meant Carly could have a few moments to herself. 
She closed her eyes and allowed herself to feel the gentle crash of the ship as it rode up and down
the waves, cutting through the water. It was a natural rhythm and one she knew well, like a heartbeat that she felt in the core of her being, powerful and relentless, like life itself, she mused, forever changing. As the memories of the sea flooded through her, Carly felt something change, like a scent on the wind or a chill in the air; something was different. She opened her eyes and turned around to see a dark cloud
growing in the sky, far behind them, but something about it seemed unnatural. 
Aaron was in the middle of tying off a rope from the mainsail when his legs buckled underneath him
and he fell to his knees and Malek, who had been showing him how to make the proper knot, caught him
before he collapsed completely. 
"Are you all right, lad?" the pirate asked. 
Aaron looked up at him, dazed, and Malek could see that the young man's eyes had turned black as
night. "What is happening?" Aaron mumbled as he tried to rise, but fell again. 
Carly ran over and helped Malek carry Aaron over toward the steps to the stern castle, but before
they could get him there, a cold wind began to rise and lightning cracked overhead. They were both
thrown back as the lightning struck Aaron and the power that ran through him lifted him to his feet. 
"What's got into you, boy?" Malek shouted as the wind began to howl. 
"I don't think he's doing this," Carly said. The lightning stopped and Aaron dropped to his knees again then fell forward, limply to the deck of the small ship. 
"He's got a wizard's eyes," Malek said. " 
"Something is happening." Carly pointed at the dark cloud that had now filled half the sky. "Look there!" 
"That's one bad omen after another," Malek complained. "What do we do with him?" 
Carly nudged Aaron with her foot and found that he was no longer coursing with lightning, which
was a good thing. She knelt down and rolled him over onto his back and saw that his eyes were wide
open and black as Malek had described, although it was different than when she had seen other mages use their power. Aaron's eyes seemed almost a bluish kind of black, like the night sky, and they glittered as though filled with countless tiny stars. It was almost hypnotic, looking into them, but Carly shook off the feeling and set to work. 
"Help me move him inside the cabin," she said, and she and Malek lifted Aaron and carried him inside to the quarters at the aft of the ship, where they lay him down on a rough cot. Aaron was mumbling incoherently and Carly thought he looked like he was in a great deal of pain. 
"What's wrong with him?" Malek asked as the ship began to sway. 
"I don't know," Carly said, "but I think it has something to do with the storm that's brewing." 
"We're still half a day's sail from Maer Island. It looks like we've got no choice but to try to outrun the storm and I'm worried about more lightning. It was like it went straight for him. If a bolt like that hits the ship, we're doomed. I don't know if I want someone like that on my ship." 
"Well, hopefully if he's in here, he won't attract it," Carly said, throwing Malek an irritated look. 
"And maybe we're lucky it hit him instead." 
Malek shrugged, thinking about what she had said, and the ship began to sway even more. 
"Malek, let's just leave him here. We have bigger fish to fry if we're going to make speed to the
island." 
"All right," he said, "but if we get hit again, I'm dumping him off the side." 
"We'll talk about that if it happens," Carly told him, and the two of them went back out to the deck of the ship and hurriedly began securing the ship for the rough seas that had already surrounded them. 


*****
Underneath black skies, raging with thunder and lightning, in the new temple of the one god at
Maramyr, Dakar signalled the priests to begin the next part of the Awakening ritual as it had been
described by the images in the Book. Before him stood Cerric and Calexis, who had decided that they
would exchange their marriage vows during the awakening. At first, Dakar had wanted to object, irritated that he would also have to preside over the wedding of the fool, King Cerric and the Xallan witch, but the Book had commanded that it would be so and he obeyed, knowing that he would enjoy the just rewards of
his obedience. 
As Dakar began to intone the words of the marriage bond, He could already feel the powerful
presence that pushed at the edges of the void created in the center of the star crystal. The One God waited on the other side of the portal that would be created with the combined magic of the Priesthood and all those who had read the book and come under its influence. When the star crystal was fully endowed with
the power of so many mage-priests, many of whom were assembled in the temple, the portal would open
and the One God would come walking through to bring divine order to all the peoples of the world. 
Dakar had long dreamed of being in the presence of such an almighty power and looked forward to
being the favored disciple of the One God. Perhaps the God would share his divine wisdom and power
with his High Priest. Dakar was sure that the God would appreciate how hard he had worked and how far
he had gone beyond the mere compulsion of the Book. He was a true disciple and he was eager for his
true rewards. 
Dakar gritted his teeth as the star crystal pulsed even more strongly and he felt his own magic being
pulled towards it. It was almost painful to have such an amount of power flowing out of him, but Dakar
focused on the rewards the book promised for his loyalty, perseverance and dedication, which would
flow back to him once the Awakening ceremony was complete. For now, he had to complete another
ceremony that somehow seemed so common, so uninspiring; the marriage of a King and a Queen and the
uniting of two lands. To Dakar, Cerric and Calexis’ wedding was nothing compared with the coming of a
God. 
As Cerric and Calexis exchanged their vows, the crystal began to pulse even more brightly
overhead, increasing in its radiance by the moment. Dakar nearly fumbled the words of the marriage rite as he felt the massive structure begin to drain more power from him as it did every priest that was linked to the One. He hurried through the vows as quickly as convention would allow and Cerric and Calexis
took no notice, both of them looking pleased as they sealed their vow with a kiss. 
The newly anointed king and queen turned and saw that the sea of black-robes congregated before
them for the service had knelt en masse, while the many nobles and people assembled in the further rows and galleries of the temple applauded the spectacle of the royal marriage. Cerric was so impressed with the awestruck expressions that appeared on the faces of the onlookers that he did not see the dark shadow growing around the crystal star behind him. Not as enthralled by the proceedings, Calexis did caught a
glimpse of something from the corner of her eye and managed to turn enough to see the shimmering
darkness and the sheer power that was forming around the crystal. 
Calexis also saw that the mage-priests were not actually kneeling, but had fallen from the same pain
that had doubled over Dakar who was now down on one knee nearby. She looked at Cerric and saw a
strange expression come over his face. It was one of hunger, a hunger for power, one that she herself
recognised and knew well but had not realized that it ran so deeply in the Maramyrian king. There was
something familiar between his look and the dark presence that now seemed to envelop the brightly
pulsing star crystal. 
The star crystal blasted forth a burst of light. Cerric turned to face the bright glow and took a step
toward it. The shadow that had gathered at its center leapt toward the Maramyrian king, gathering around him like a cloak of blinding darkness. Cerric stumbled forward then reached out for the star crystal. 
Immediately the dark power closed around him and in a bright flash, the crystal shattered. All was silent. 
Calexis took a step back as Cerric, her new husband, slowly turned and smiled cruelly, looking right
through her, shards of crystal embedded all over his entire face and body. Whatever the priests had
conjured with their star crystal, it had leapt into Cerric. With her own small magic, the Xallan queen
could feel the difference in him and she used her own power to see his aura. There was something heavy
and malevolent to it, and though Cerric had always been shrouded in some sort of darkness, his aura was now entirely black. 
Cerric’s eyes looked wildly about the temple at all the people gathered who were now nervously
trying to edge their ways to the doors. Even though his mouth was not open, a low, rumbling laugh
escaped him and reverberated louder and louder throughout the temple until it was a loud cackling roar. 
The doors swung shut and the people who had been trying to leave were now going to hear what their new
king had to say. 
Calexis realized that whatever energy had taken hold of Cerric was the same thing that had been
draining the power of all the mages. Her pulse skipped a beat as she realized that now, Cerric, or
whatever it was that he had become, now controlled the entire Priesthood and could draw on the powers
of all its mages. With her power, she could see the subtle flow of countless lines of energy toward her new husband. Cerric turned and looked directly at her and Calexis froze in fear at the power she saw in his eyes. He then turned back to the audience and smiled. 
“People of Maramyr, people of Xalla, people of the world! You are mine. Welcome your ruler, 
welcome your god!” his voice thundered. “Bow before me!” His voice reverberated through the temple
and, with a gesture of his hand, the entire crowd felt themselves forced to their knees. Before Calexis could stop it, the words tumbled from her lips. 
“Who are you?” she asked. Whoever he was, and whatever he was, he certainly was no longer
merely the Maramyrian regent-king named Cerric. He chuckled, his voice deeper than it had been. 
“Who am I?” he asked, his tone derisive. “I am Kroma. I am your king. I am your God!” his voice
reverberated over everyone assembled in the temple. 
Powerless to resist the god’s will, each and every one of them were compelled to their knees, all
except one, who stood in the shadows behind a stand that had been brought in to display the Xallan
banners. The figure recoiled back into the shadows and wept, knowing finally what part he had played in bringing the god to walk the earth. The only thing that saved him from the horror of what was happening was the surge of energy he felt with the sudden return of his own powers. Gone was the feeble weakness
he had been cursed with. He felt it flow through him, enveloping his skin like a familiar set of clothes. He quickly grasped the powers he knew so well and made haste to obscure himself from the god’s
penetrating vision as the King, no longer simply Cerric but now also the god, Kroma, swept his gaze
through the crowd, revelling in his malevolent glory. 
He stepped back, deftly using his powers to hide himself from the powerful gaze of the god-king. 
Overcome by a wave of emotions, elation and despair and both energized and exhausted with all that had
happened, the figure melted further back from the crowd, the truth becoming real. It was true, his powers had returned, but at what price? He knew the god, Kroma and knew him to be a truly evil being, a vicious killer and bringer of war and death, though he knew him by another name. That such a god now walked the lands promised more misery than the people had ever known. The figure wept in the shadows for the
people and he wept for the mages who had been tricked into giving their power to Kroma for it was their lives, their force, their wills that had been violated to open the rift between the heavens and the world. He wept for sadness at the strife and hardship that he knew was to come, but a part of him also wept for joy that he, one of the most learned and powerful mages that had ever lived, was no longer cursed to be
Anonymous. 
EPILOGUE
Cold, heavy with water, her body bruised and bleeding, Ariana had pulled herself from the water
and collapsed on the bank of the river. It hurt to cough, and she had breathed in a lot of water, enough that her lungs still struggled for air. She knew she was in trouble; the wound in her side was bleeding badly where the mage had stabbed her, but it was not as bad as it could have been, had she not moved sensed
his approach and moved just enough that Dakar's knife had missed her vital organs. Still, the wound was deep and it would not matter much if she continued to bleed for much longer. Ariana reached out for her power and used what little energy she had left to heal the wound. The effort left her dizzy and, not
knowing whether she had succeeded in stopping the bleeding, whether she would live or die, she fell
unconscious. 
Time passed, consciousness came and went, and Ariana felt herself being lifted from the mud, the
sound of the river fading away. She felt warmth and she felt a chill, shivering and disoriented, she opened her eyes and tried to see, but all was darkness. Ariana felt herself slipping into a dream, one she had lived many times over, a dream of fire, a night when everything burned. A cool hand touched her face. There
was something familiar about it and soothing. The dreams faded, and finally she slept. 
It was many days before Ariana awoke to the daylight. She could not remember much else except
that time had passed and that she had slipped in and out of consciousness. She found herself laying in a kind of low bed, not much more than a mattress on the floor, and covered in sheets of a plain-looking
material that was soft to the touch yet durable and strong. Her clothes were neatly folded and sitting atop a small wooden table. The wound on her side had been bound with bandages, but she could tell that it was
mostly healed. 
Still disoriented and weak, she pushed herself up to a sitting position then took a moment to catch
her breath as she looked around the room. It was a simple structure with wooden walls that seemed to
have been carved from a tree and there were few amenities in the one room, save for the table, several
cushions that appeared to be for sitting upon. There was another table atop which sat a basin of water and wooden bowl full of green apples. When she saw the food, she realized just how hungry she was. 
Ariana pulled the blankets off of herself and rose to her feet. She was wearing some kind of loose-
fitting robe of a similar fabric to that from which the bedding was made. It was a kind of earthy beige color and the bottom of it came down to just above her knees, with openings that ran up the sides of her legs and beneath the short sleeves that ended just past her shoulders. Though it was not much more than a shift, she found the garment comfortable and unrestrictive yet warm against the cool morning air. Ariana took one of the apples from the bowl and bit into it. The fruit was both sweet and tart, but given how
hungry she was, it tasted delicious and she bit into it again, crunching away at the firm flesh as juice dripped down her chin. 
She wiped her face and walked the few steps over to the doorway, which was covered only by a
heavy cloth that billowed from a breeze outside. Pushing it aside, Ariana was surprised at what she found outside the door. Beyond the cloth, there were only trees, branches and sky and there was no ground
anywhere within view. Her stomach turned for a moment at the dizzying height and she grasped onto the
solid wood at the side of the opening, just to make sure she did not fall. She wondered how she had gotten up so high. There were no stairs or ladders leading to or from the room she was in, which looked to have been carved into the trunk of a giant tree that reached high above the forest, much like the others that surrounded it. 
In the corner of her eye, Ariana caught sight of something. Higher up than where she was, a figure
walked along a nearby tree branch. The person who, by her figure, looked to be a woman, was dressed in
green and brown leathers that matched the trees, and underneath the leathers, was also garbed in a similar plain robe to the one she wore. She also wore a mask of some kind, that seemed to be made of some kind
of copper interworked with green inlay and horns. Ariana's heart lurched as she watched the person leap from the branch and fall through the air. She was about to cry out when she saw her land on another tree branch just above the hole in the tree where Ariana stood. The woman crouched like a cat, her limbs
folding and her body almost flattening to the surface of the thick branch as she absorbed the impact of the drop from such height. When the woman leapt again, Ariana jumped back, moving out of the way, as she
saw her flying through the air directly toward her. The woman landed lightly beside her and stepped into the small dwelling inside the tree. 
“I see you are awake, child,” the woman said from behind her mask. Now that she was closer, 
Ariana could see the woman's dark curls tied back behind her head. She at first appeared tall, but was not much taller than Ariana. She was more slender than anything, though Ariana also noticed the tone of
muscle beneath her pale skin. The woman's strong physical presence along with the green and copper
mask and the tight-fitting leather clothing she wore over her robe, made for a very striking image. Ariana realized she was staring and quickly recovered, replying to the woman. 
“Yes,” Ariana said. “Thank you for helping me. I am Ariana of...” 
“You are a child.” The woman cut her off. 
“What?” 
“Whatever name you may have had means nothing in this place. You are a child, and thus you have
no name.” 
“I don't understand,” Ariana said. 
“Children often do not,” the woman replied. 
Ariana considered what the woman had said to her. This was clearly elven land and, from what she
knew of elven culture, she knew she was lucky to be alive. The elves did not take kindly upon intruders into their domain and she had heard reports that those who did wander into the dark forests of Elvanar
never returned. For now, Ariana decided she would express her gratitude to the woman who had rescued
her even though it grated on her nerves that she kept calling her a child. Considering the elves were
reputed to be much longer-lived than humans, she wondered if she might seem very young to the woman, 
but at the same time, Ariana was not about to meekly submit to being treated in such a way. She had to get back to Aaron and to find some way to stop her uncle from starting a war against Kandara. Surely, once
she explained who she was, the elven woman would understand the importance of her position in the
world, that she had responsibilities. 
“I am not a child,” Ariana insisted. “I am the... ” 
“You are a child,” the woman repeated. “And your name or however important you think you might
be is irrelevant in this place. You are in Elvanar and you shall be judged by your actions.” 
“Am I a prisoner?” 
The woman looked at her from behind he mask and Ariana thought she detected a smile in the eyes
that stared at her. 
“That is up to you.” 
“What do you mean by that?” 
“How little you understand,” the woman commented. “It is proof that you are but a child.” 
“Fine then,” Ariana said. Even though she was frustrated at the elven woman's condescending tone, 
she decided to play along. “I'm a child, but I have a name. I have told you mine. What is yours?” 
“I am called Keira,” the woman told her. “This is yours.” 
The elven woman reached into a pocket that was sewn into her leather corset and she produced the
jeweled dagger that had belonged to Ariana's mother. Keira walked over to the small table where
Ariana's clothes lay folded and she placed the dagger atop them. 
“You may not carry such a knife, not yet, nor may you wear the clothes of an outsider, but they are
yours and they will be safe in this place.” 
“You tell me I am not a prisoner, but you say I cannot wear my own clothes nor can I carry my own
knife. What will happen to me if I decide not to follow your rules? I am hardly defenseless.” 
Ariana focused some of her power onto her fingertips, calling forth magical flames. Keira moved so
quickly Ariana could barely see her. A long dagger was at her throat and she found herself slammed hard up against the hard wooden wall behind her. She felt a power rising from the woman and a strange
sensation as the wall behind her began to move and change. The flames she had called forth had been
extinguished by the sudden impact, her focus lost and her power along with it. The elven woman stepped
back, and put her blade, a curved dagger that was almost a sword, back in a sheath that hung from her
waist and was almost unnoticeable against the folds of leather. Ariana found that she could not move. Her hands were covered in some kind of sticky substance and it was as though the tree itself had grown around her, imprisoning her. 
“Let me go!” Ariana told the woman. 
“Fire is forbidden in this forest, child. When you learn proper care, you will be released.” 
“You lied. I am a prisoner!” 
“I did not lie. A moment ago, you were a child. Now you are a prisoner, but you are not my
prisoner. If you wish to be free, then ask the tree.” 
Ariana stared at the woman, confused at her words. She tried to call forth her power, but found that
every time she willed fire into her hands, her energy was pulled from her. She pulled again, trying to free herself from the grip of the tree. 
“What magic is this?” 
“Magic?” the woman asked. “Ah, yes. I have heard it called such in the human languages. It is no
magic. It is merely life.” 
“You make no sense,” Ariana told her. 
“You do not understand, because you are a child,” the woman responded. “I will return later. If you
wish to be free, then ask the tree.” 
And with that, the woman, Keira took a step toward the doorway, pulled the cloth aside and leapt
from the opening, leaving Ariana alone, trapped inside a living tree. 
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